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Abstract
Metaphor is seen to pervade all language and communication (see Littlemore, 2001a),
being our primary means of conceptualising abstract and complex phenomena into more
concrete and easier-to-understand terms. Native speakers use metaphor automatically
and without effort, often without noticing (Chilton & Lakoff, 1989, Lakoff & Johnson,
1980,

Lakoff,

1993),

which

leaves

second

language

learners

at

risk

of

misunderstandings (e.g. Littlemore, 2001b, 2004b, 2005; Littlemore & Low, 2006a,
2006b, Low & Littlemore, 2009).
Metaphor is recognised as having an unambiguous importance in language learning
notwithstanding the general lack of research in the TESOL field (e.g., Cameron & Low,
1999a, 1999b). Research has presented evidence that non-native English speaking
students participating in academic lectures in English have difficulties comprehending
metaphor (e.g., Littlemore, 2001b, 2004b, 2005; Littlemore & Low, 2006a, 2006b, Low
& Littlemore, 2009). Further, in a discipline context, Boers (2000b) argues that
metaphor understanding; that is, what is left for the reader/listener to infer, is often
exploited in economics and business for persuasive purposes. Therefore, metaphors
have the potential to be a major contributor to the comprehension difficulties
experienced by non-native English speaking students. However, these specialised fields
still remain under researched in regard to metaphor and the challenges presented to nonnative speaking students.
This study sheds light on the difficulties experienced by university students in the
comprehension of metaphor in academic reading in a discipline specific context with a
view to ultimately identify the comprehension strategies drawn on by such students to
comprehend metaphor. In order to gain insights into the problems encountered by L2
university students, a mixed methods approach was adopted. The study comprised of
several phases where three texts typical of the discipline, Business Administration, were
analysed in order to identify the variety of metaphorical expressions. 24 university
students were asked to read the texts and underline those parts of the texts, which
caused reading comprehension difficulties. A variation on the think-aloud and
xi

stimulated recall methods were employed by conducting individual interviews in order
to identify if the problems encountered were metaphor-related or not metaphor-related.
In addition to identifying problems, the interviews pinpointed the strategies used in
comprehending those metaphors that were problematic. The data was analysed in terms
of the frequency of comprehension problems associated with particular types of
metaphor with a view in identifying what specifically caused the problems. In addition,
an inventory of metaphor comprehension strategies was developed. The theoretical
underpinnings of this study draw on a combination of the Cognitive Metaphor Theory
and the Interactive Theory of second language reading.
The outcomes from the study contribute to a better understanding L2 reading and
expand the knowledge of metaphor in L2 reading comprehension for both learning and
teaching purposes within the academic contexts.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Purpose of the study
This project aims to explore the role of metaphor in a specific academic discipline,
namely Business Administration, and the implications it has on non-native English
speaking university students, in terms of its impact on reading comprehension.
In order to gain a better understanding of the role of metaphor in reading and its
implications for non-native speakers in a specific disciple, this project will:

•

delineate the nature of metaphor and its role in advanced L2 reading;

•

undertake an analysis of metaphorical expressions typical of the discipline of
Business Administration;

•

develop a taxonomy of the types of metaphor from the analysis;

•

investigate the role of metaphor in reading comprehension difficulties; and

•

identify the strategies used by L2 readers in comprehending metaphorical
expressions.

1.2 Rationale for the study
Due to the Bologna process, which has standardized higher education in the countries
within the European Union (European Higher Education Area, 2010), including
Sweden, there is a dramatic increase in student mobility. This has led to one of the
major drivers of instruction in English within Swedish universities. Language
policies within Swedish universities are presently encouraging teaching in English as
a prerequisite for new staff to cater for the increase in the number of courses taught
in English. Moreover, to facilitate the use of the English language in the second and
third cycle of study (see Figure 1.1), course literature and teaching in English are
now encouraged at the first cycle of study in order to increase and improve
comprehension (e.g. Language Policy for Gothenburg University). This is no
exception for the context site of the present study.
It is often assumed that since Swedish students’ general speaking and listening skills
are advanced, their reception of educational texts is also likely to be advanced (Shaw
1

& McMillion, 2008, 2011). On the contrary to this assumption, Shaw and McMillion
(2008) found that this can not be taken for granted. Their study comparing L1 and L2
advanced readers in English of the same textbook showed that university students in
Scandinavia were 75% less efficient than the L1 readers. This result indicates that
Swedish L2 readers are at a disadvantage when reading textbooks in English due to
needing more reading time than L1 readers (Shaw & McMillion, 2008; McMillion &
Shaw, 2008) – a luxury not given at university. Since university students spend a
large proportion of time reading textbooks and related material at university in
English, examining L2 reading success when reading L1 texts is significant. Further,
with an increase in the number of university courses conducted in English as an L2
and the amount of course literature required by L2 students to read in English, it is
becoming ever more important to identify the difficulties these students are likely to
encounter.
One of the main stumbling blocks for non-native speakers of English is seemingly
metaphor. Although research in this area is relatively new, some studies have already
shown that L2 university students have problems trying to follow lectures with the
main issue being the lecturer’s use of metaphor (e.g. Littlemore, 2001b, 2004b,
2005; Littlemore & Low, 2006a, 2006b, Low & Littlemore, 2009). Other studies on
L1 have recognised metaphor as problematic in disciplinary texts and described
metaphor as “…. like learning a new language” (Matsuda & Jablonski, 2000, p.10).
Therefore, it seems reasonable to suspect that metaphor may present challenges for
L2 university level readers. However, very few studies have explored L2 university
students’ experience when encountering metaphor while engaged in reading English
course material and whether or not metaphor poses a problem for these readers.
Cameron and Low, (1999a, 1999b) and Littlemore (2001a) argue that a critical factor
in language learning is having the ability to acquire, produce and interpret
metaphors. Studies on metaphor interpretation have shown that EFL (English as a
Foreign Language) students will have difficulty comprehending texts if they are
unable to interpret metaphor (Lazar, 1996). More recently, studies have investigated
the reasons for these difficulties. Some studies have shown that cultural differences
may be a reason (e.g. Kövecses, 2003, 2005; Charteris-Black, 2002); several have
shown that unfamiliar vocabulary and context can cause comprehension problems
2

(e.g. Boers, 2000a; Golden, 2010; Littlemore, 2002), and others argue that the lack of
metaphoric awareness contributes to these problems (e.g. Littlemore & Low, 2006a,
2006b). Still, less is known about metaphor and L2 university readers’ experience.
In order to explore the problems metaphor may contribute to L2 university student’s
reading experience, this study starts off by establishing a theoretical understanding of
metaphor and showing its ubiquity in our daily life. How metaphor is processed is
still under debate; however, insights from these processes seem to overlap to some
effect with what is known about reading processes. So as to explore metaphor in L2
reading, this study also explores the theoretical underpinnings to L1 and L2 reading.
Therefore, theoretical underpinnings of this study draw on a combination of the
Cognitive Metaphor Theory (CMT) and the Interactive theory of second language
reading.
L2 reading research has been in focus for some time. Most of this research has
explored problematic issues with a focus on what either enhances or impedes
reading. This ranges from L1 reading and L2 proficiency (e.g. Bernhardt & Kamil,
1995; Block, 1992; Brantmeier, 2005; Carrell, 1991; Cummins, 1994; Koda, 1991,
1994, 1996, 2005; Nambiar, 2009; Seng & Hashim, 2006; Tsai, Ernst & Talley,
2010; Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001) to L2 reading strategies (e.g. Anderson, 1991;
Kong, 2006; Malcolm, 2009; Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002; Nassaji, 2003a, 2003b;
Shah, Yusof, Lip, Mahmood, Hamid & Hashim, 2010). Many researchers have
investigated the reading process and the relationships between L1 and L2 (e.g.
Jimenez, Garcia & Pearson, 1996) and how the L1 influences the L2 comprehension
process. However, few studies have examined L2 reading with a specific focus on
metaphor and the strategies L2 readers draw on when comprehending metaphor.
In light of the above and the pervasiveness of metaphor in our everyday language,
thought and action (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), this study explores the problems L2
university student experience when encountering metaphor in their discipline specific
text. Further, it explores what strategies these L2 readers draw on to successfully
understand metaphor.

3

1.3 The Swedish context
In order to put this study in context, it is important to understand the Swedish
education system and the role of the English language. Sweden has nine years of
compulsory schooling with most children starting at the age of seven and finishing at
the age of 15/16 years old. After compulsory schooling, most students continue for
three years in upper secondary or enroll in a vocational programme. Either one of
these options can lead to higher education. One of the core subjects for the nine years
of compulsory schooling and upper secondary education is English.
According to the Swedish National curriculum for compulsory studies (Skolverket,
2011), one of the goals on completion is that students will be able to communicate in
English, both in spoken and written modes and be able to “understand and interpret
the content of spoken English and in different types of texts” (p.32). Outside of the
school setting, Swedes are exposed to the English language in their everyday lives.
For example, only television programmes and films aimed at youngsters are dubbed,
whereas all other television programmes and films are subtitled. Just as the English
language dominates television and films, it prospers in music and the IT world.
Further, commercial advertising is increasingly using English rather than Swedish,
for example, for shop signs and slogans on buses. It can be assumed that in general,
Swedish students have good exposure to the English language and a high level of
English before they enter higher education.
The higher education system in Sweden is divided into three cycles (see Figure 1.1):

•

First cycle (undergraduate/Bachelor's)

•

Second cycle (postgraduate/Master's)

•

Third cycle (postgraduate/doctoral - PhD)

4

Figure 1.1 Structure of the Swedish Higher Education Qualifications (Swedish
Higher Education Authority, 2014)
As of July 2013 onwards, the basic English requirement for university entry in
Sweden is English 6 / English Course B from Swedish upper secondary schooling or
the equivalent. This score equates to an IELTS (International Language Testing
System) overall mark of 6.5 and no section below 5.5 or TOEFL internet based score
of 20 (scale 0-30) in the written test with a total score of 90. It is, therefore, evident
that a high proficiency in English is required at all levels of the Swedish education
system. This study will contribute towards a greater understanding of the problems
encountered by students while reading academic texts at the tertiary level and has
implications for the development of academic reading materials and curriculum
design in academic language support units.

5

1.4 Research questions and aim of the study
The main aim of this study is to explore the nature of the problems advanced L2
readers encounter with metaphor when engaged in reading their discipline specific
texts. To fulfil this aim, the following research questions are posed:
What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor in reading
academic texts?
What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand metaphor?
To pursue the aim and to address the research questions of this study, the following
research objectives are proposed.
In reference to research question number 1, the main objectives are to:

•

identify whether advanced L2 readers have problems when encountering
metaphor;

•

identify the nature of the problems encountered;

•

explore whether there are differences in the successful understanding of
metaphor between undergraduate and graduate students within the same
discipline;

•

find out whether different types of metaphors cause different comprehension
problems.

In reference to research question number 2, the main objectives are to:

•

identify the main strategies advanced L2 readers use to understand metaphor;

•

identify the success rate of these strategies.

The main assumption in this study is that although Swedish students are generally
competent at using English, when it comes to reading in English, metaphorical
expressions can cause comprehension problems at both the undergraduate and
graduate levels.
The study takes a Mixed Methods approach, although it is primarily qualitative.

6

Twenty-four (24) university students will read three (3) texts with contain, in total,
72 metaphorical expressions that are typical of the Business Administration literature
recommended for their studies. Using variations of the think-aloud and stimulated
recall methods the successful and unsuccessful encounters with metaphorical
expressions found in the texts will be revealed. These methods will also reveal the L2
reading strategies the participants use to understand the metaphorical expressions
found in the texts.
1.5 Significance of the study
This study aims to contribute to the growing interest in the problems metaphor poses
for foreign language learners. Results from this study aim to provide useful insights
into the significance of metaphor on L2 university students when engaged in their
reading. The findings are expected to advance the understanding of L2 reading
development in tertiary settings. Moreover, this study will broaden our knowledge of
the cultural similarities and differences that can occur when L2 readers encounter
metaphorical expressions and further contribute with knowledge from an
English/Swedish perspective.
Very little is known about the strategies advanced L2 readers use to make sense of
metaphorical expressions in the target language and if these strategies lead to
successful understanding of metaphorical expressions. The insights from this study
into L2 strategy use would be a considerable contribution to L2 reading knowledge
and strategy use.
In terms of practical significance, it is anticipated that this study will provide
effective pedagogic insights for EFL teachers. In order to explore the impact
metaphor has on L2 readers, it is necessary for the study to have a theoretical
understanding of metaphor and L2 reading (see Chapter 3). These theoretical
underpinnings will provide L2 teachers with a foundation for developing materials,
which Lantolf and Bobrova (2014) argue are of “equal importance” (p. 60).
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1.6 Outline of the thesis
This thesis is divided into six chapters. The content of each chapter is as follows:
Chapter One introduces the study. It starts off with a presentation of the purpose of
the study. Next, the chapter provides a rationale for the study and places the study
into the Swedish context. It explains the current position of English in the Swedish
education system. Then, the research questions are presented along with the
corresponding research aims. Thereafter, the significance of the study is addressed.
The chapter concludes with an outline of all six chapters presented in this thesis.
Chapter Two reviews the literature relevant to the study. There has been increasing
recognition of the fact that metaphor is not simply a literary device designed to
embellish. Rather it is a cognitive phenomenon that pervades all types of language
from the most literary to the most mundane (Lakoff, 1993; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).
The literature review takes the reader through the metaphor journey by emphasizing
its importance and the impact it has on L2 learners from a linguistic and cultural
perspective. The chapter highlights the gaps in the research and argues for more
insights into the problems metaphor causes for L2 learners, in particular L2 readers
at tertiary level.
Chapter Three presents the theoretical framework used in the study. It starts out
with a brief account of metaphor then builds towards the working definition of
metaphor used in this study drawing on a cognitive view of metaphor. Metaphor
processing models are presented with a focus on reading comprehension. The chapter
then continues to develop a framework to include L2 reading. L2 reading theories are
discussed in relation the interactive processing. Next, the chapter presents the
theoretical model used to meet the objectives of the study by seeking to combine
cognitive linguistics and psycholinguistics. It approaches metaphor from a cognitive
linguistic perspective and L2 reading from a psycholinguistic perspective.
Chapter Four outlines the methods employed to fulfil the objectives of the study. It
describes the research approaches, research methods, the participants and the design
of the study. The procedure required a method for identifying metaphor, which is
also presented in the design of the study. The ethical considerations of the study are
then outlined followed by a description of the pilot studies. The data collection and
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analysis procedures are described, followed by a chapter summary.
Chapter Five presents the data analysis and the results. The chapter addresses each
of the three texts used in the study separately. Each text starts with the quantitative
results for the successful instances in understanding the metaphorical expressions.
Then the quantitative and qualitative results of the participants’ self-identified
problems are provided followed by the quantitative results for the reading strategies
used successfully to understand the metaphorical expressions. Each text presentation
concludes with a summary. The chapter then moves on to the discussion of the
results together with a summary of the findings and the research objectives reached.
Chapter Six revisits the research aims and objectives. It presents the major findings
and their implications for practice. The significance of the findings is discussed in
terms of their contribution to L2 language education, L2 metaphor studies and L2
reading. The chapter concludes with suggestions for future research.
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Chapter 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction
This chapter examines in turn those areas of research relevant to the present study.
The chapter begins by introducing the importance of metaphor in our everyday
language and the role it plays in foreign language learning. Metaphor in ESP
(English for Specific Purposes) is explored across various disciplines and the
pervasiveness of metaphor in texts with a focus on metaphor in economic and
business education – a discipline particularly relevant to the study. The chapter then
looks more specifically at research into the comprehension problems and problems
advanced L2 students have when engaged in reading in an academic setting with the
main focus on metaphor and reading comprehension. Then it explores the research to
date in Scandinavia with a focus on metaphor and L2 reading problems. The chapter
concludes by noting the pervasive nature of metaphor and the difficulties
metaphorical expressions can present for L2 readers, in this case, readers of English
as a Foreign Language (EFL).
2.2 Metaphor in language
The following section will briefly introduce the concept of metaphor and its presence
in everyday language. This is a necessary step in order to understand the approach
taken by this study.
Metaphor is recognised as playing a major role in all language and communication as
our primary means of conceptualising abstract and complex phenomena (Lakoff &
Johnson, 2003) in more concrete and easier-to-understand terms. Metaphors are also
recognised for their effectiveness as they provide a means of explaining, clarifying,
describing, expressing, evaluating and entertaining as well as a way of
communicating abstract and difficult concepts more effectively than through literal
language (Knowles & Moon, 2006). Further, metaphor allows writers to “make
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connections in a few words, that would take lines of writing, or long stretches of
speech to make in a more literal way” (Carter, Goddard, Reah, Sanger, & Bowring,
2001, p.84).

Moreover, ideas can be expressed through metaphor (Lakoff &

Johnson, 2003).
This study understands metaphor to be: “[t]he bringing together of two very different
concepts in a linguistic expression that encourages some meaningful transfer of sense
in interpretation” (Cameron & Low, 1999, p.77).
Ideas can be expressed in everyday metaphorical language in expressions, for
example, coming to fruition, dying on the vine and offshoots of daily events (Lakoff
& Johnson, 2003). Metaphorical expressions such as these are common and usually
go unnoticed and are referred to as conventional or frozen/dead metaphors (see
Section 3.3.2 Conceptual View for a more in depth discussion). Some metaphors, on
the other hand, enable a new way of thinking, as in likening theories to ‘fathers’ in
sentences like classical theories are patriarchs who father many children (Lakoff &
Johnson, 2003). These can be referred to as novel metaphors. Novel metaphors are
usually more noticeable and require some effort in processing by the reader/listener
in order to understand their meaning (e.g. Kittay, 1989; Knowles & Moon, 2006;
Littlemore, 2001a), whereas conventional metaphors are seen to be more fixed and
usually require very little effort for the native speaker. Metaphors that are typically
conventional for a native speaker, however, may be experienced as novel for an L2
learner, even for more proficient learners (Littlemore, 2001a, 2002, 2004a, 2004b;
Littlemore & Low, 2006a, 2006b). An in depth discussion on the nature of metaphor
and how it is processed is covered in Chapter 3.
Researchers have found that the average native speaker of English invents a
surprising number of novel metaphors every week (Pollio, Barlow, Fine & Pollio,
1977). In addition, Pollio, Smith and Pollio (1990) found that there are
approximately five metaphors for every 100 words in a text. Despite metaphors being
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so prolific, they can be counterproductive. Readers, for example, may find that there
are too many possible meanings of a metaphor or more importantly, they may not be
able to find a meaning at all (Cameron & Low, 1999a). This is even more the case
for L2 readers. How much of a problem metaphor creates for language learners is a
central issue for this study.
2.3 The role of metaphor in foreign language learning
Several researchers have argued for the central role of metaphor in foreign language
learning (e.g. Boers, 2000a, 2000b; Charteris-Black, 2000; Danesi, 1992, 1995;
Deignan, Gabrys & Solska, 1997; Littlemore, 2001a, 2002, 2004a, 2004b, Littlemore
& Low, 2006a, 2006b; Low, 1988). The ability to acquire, produce and interpret
metaphors is seen as critical to language learning (Cameron & Low, 1999a, 1999b;
Littlemore, 2001a).
Despite this recognition of the role of metaphor in language learning, research
stresses the general lack of attention to metaphor in the L2 classroom (e.g. Lantolf &
Bobrova, 2014; Littlemore, 2009; Littlemore & Low, 2006a; Danesi, 1992, 1995).
Danesi (1992) claims that the apparent lack of metaphor competence in the L2
classroom is a major factor that impinges on L2 learners having native-like fluency,
arguing that L2 learners do not reach such fluency until they have knowledge of
"how that language 'reflects' or 'encodes' concepts on the basis of metaphorical
reasoning" (Danesi, 1995, p.5). Although being native-like is not an aim for all
language learners, metaphor seems to be a general hindrance for EFL learners and
generally lacking attention in the EFL classroom.
Lazar (1996) believes that increasing metaphor comprehension skills is important for
EFL learners and claims that students are unable to understand texts if they are
unable to interpret metaphor, which is the premise of this study. In spoken discourse,
for example, Littlemore (2004b) claims that native speakers have an advantage over
non-native speakers when understanding metaphor as they have “access to shared
cultural knowledge and, to some extent, shared expectations” (p.2), whereas
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language learners without this shared cultural knowledge tend to resort to strategies
such as imagery, literal interpretation, background knowledge, context, and
guesswork (Littlemore, 2004b). Such strategies do not necessarily operate
successfully. Birch (1998, 2002, 2008), for example, argues that in reading, nonnative speakers of English lack the semantic networks that native speakers have built
up from years of experience with words, culture and the world, which enable them to
understand metaphor; therefore, without such knowledge, comprehension of
metaphor will be compromised. Overall, these studies indicate that the ability to
acquire, produce and interpret metaphors is essential for language learning (Cameron
& Low, 1999a, 1999b; Littlemore, 2001a).
Considering the centrality of metaphor in language use and the research to date
showing that metaphor can be problematic for L2 learners, there is a general lack of
understanding of what problems non-native speakers of English encounter with
metaphor at the university level. Further, there is a general lack of understanding of
what strategies university students draw on to interpret metaphor when engaged in
reading. As shown in Chapter 3, the comprehension of metaphor in L1 is still under
debate, however, there is a general consensus that the process is complex. This area
of research is relatively new for L2 studies, which is a gap this study aims to
contribute.
An area that is of interest in metaphor studies is the power of culture. A major
problem confronting EFL learners is the degree to which metaphors are culturally
specific. Lakoff and Johnson argue for the generalizability of metaphors across
cultures and point out that
many primary metaphors are universal because everybody has basically the same
kinds of bodies and brains and lives in basically the same kinds of environments, so
far as the features relevant to metaphor are concerned (2003, p.257).
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Following this argument, empirical evidence has shown that some primary
metaphors are, in fact, potentially universal; others seem to be widespread, and some
culture-specific (e.g. Boers & Demecheleer, 1995; Charteris-Black, 2002; Kövecses,
2005; Yu, 2008). For example, Kövecses (2002, 2003, 2005) reported that the
conceptual metaphor ANGER IS HOT FLUID IN A CONTAINER can be found in English,
Hungarian, Polish, Chinese, Japanese and Wolof, however, this is not the case for all
languages. Lakoff and Johnson (2003) also argue that
complex metaphors that are composed by primary metaphors and that
make use of culturally based conceptual frames are another matter. Because
they make use of cultural information, they may differ significantly from
culture to culture (p.257).
For example, the emotion of anger is usually located in the head part in Hungarian,
whereas anger in Japanese rises from the stomach via the chest to the head
(Kövecses, 2003). English and Chinese share the domains for HAPPINESS IS
UP/LIGHT/FLUID IN A CONTAINER; however, HAPPINESS IS FLOWERS IN THE HEART is

not found in English (Kövecses, 2003). Another example from Charteris-Black
(2002) found that emotions that are usually matters of the heart such as my heart is
broken, are associated with the liver in Malay. These examples have shown the
similarities and differences of metaphor concepts across different cultures. An
important issue for this study is the degree to which metaphors are universal or
culturally specific such as in the examples presented above. The success of a nonnative reader’s interpretation may vary greatly depending on cultural similarities and
difference in the languages.
As will be discussed in greater depth in Section 3.4.1, language learners can struggle
with metaphorical expressions that are culture-specific (Boers, 2003). Some of the
differences may not be as obvious as others. For example, both English and Swedish
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share the same conceptual metaphor of LOVE IS A JOURNEY, with corresponding
metaphorical expressions such as:
English: where do we go from here?
Swedish: which direction shall we take now? (vilken riktning tar vi nu)
Although these two expressions seem relatively straight forward, due to cultural
differences within the languages, they can cause difficulties for the L2 learner. The
problem in this example is that the word go in English is also possible in Swedish as
gå. However, the main meaning of gå in Swedish is walk, which suggests a false
friend. Therefore, if the Swedish L2 learner is not aware for the cultural similarities
and differences, they would understand the English expression as where do we walk
from here, which would leading to a misunderstanding. Consequently, these subtle
differences could cause problems or misunderstandings for Swedish EFL learners if
the reader/listener lack the awareness of metaphor that is associated with vocabulary
knowledge. However, the notion that two languages can share a conceptual metaphor
(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) may explain how L2 learners are able to understand
metaphorical expressions and why there are misunderstandings.
More recently, metaphor has brought attention to pedagogic issues, with Lantolf and
Bobriva (2014) stressing that metaphor needs to be an “essential aspect of any
pedagogical program” (p. 46). However, as metaphor usually emerges within the
context of discourse (Charteris-Black, 2002; Philip, 2010), it is difficult for language
learners and teachers to methodically approach metaphor. Charteris-Black (2002)
encourages teachers to find the cross-cultural similarities and differences in order to
anticipate possible difficulties with understanding metaphor.
To date, previous research has identified a range of factors that may impact on the
interpretation of metaphors. These include cultures sharing the same metaphor
concept and similar linguistic forms, cultures not sharing the same metaphor concept
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but with similar linguistic forms and cultures having not sharing metaphor concepts
or their linguistic forms. For example, Charteris-Black (2002) tested 36 university
students fluent in Malay (although only 15 were native speakers of Malay) to see if
cross-cultural comparatives between Malay and English metaphor concepts would
provide insight into figurative language performance. The students were given a 24item multiple-choice task to test receptive knowledge and a 22 item cued completion
task to test production knowledge. In the multiple-choice task, the students were
asked to select the correct paraphrase and the cued completion task required the
students to fill in the gap with the appropriate phrase. The analysis of the results
showed a variety of outcomes. First, there was little difficulty experienced with the
figurative units that shared the same conceptual basis and equivalent linguistic form
in both productive and receptive tasks. Second, the most difficulties occurred when
the figurative units had an equivalent linguistic form but a different conceptual basis.
And third, greatest difficulties occurred when the figurative units were culturespecific expressions with a different linguistic form and a different conceptual basis.
Another factor found to have an impact on metaphor comprehension is the use of a
learner’s L1 when experiencing metaphors in the targeted language. Some argue that
the influence of a learner’s L1 on the target language can be a hindrance for
metaphor understanding (Charteris-Black, 2002), while others claim that the
learner’s L1 is an effective tool for understanding metaphor (Chanda, 2012; Deignan
et al., 1997). According to Charteris-Black (2002) a major contributing factor to the
cultural misunderstandings found in his study (mentioned above) is the influence the
L1 has on L2’s targeted language. He believes that there is an over reliance on L1
and L2 transference and students need to have more exposure to figurative language
to prevent language transference, which he also believes will reduce other causes of
difficulty due to the lack of familiarity of metaphors. On the contrary, others (e.g.
Chanda, 2012; Deignan et al., 1997) argue that the L1 is an effective tool for
intercultural understanding and can be effective in understanding metaphor. Drawing
on conclusions from a study seeking to find the difficulties Polish students
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experience with metaphors in English, Deignan et al. (1997) suggest that a useful
approach in raising language learners awareness of metaphor can be through
comparing and discussing metaphors in the L1 and L2. They argue that attention
should be given to the teaching of translation for comprehending metaphors in the
target language.
2.4 Metaphor in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) Education
The following section explores the impact metaphor has on L2 students in discipline
specific fields. However, there will be a primary focus on business and economics as
this is where this study is situated. Although there are few studies that have been
conducted in the field, those that are discussed are especially enlightening as they are
enriched with insights as to how metaphor operates.
2.4.1 Metaphor across disciplines
The cognitive approach to metaphor is employed in a variety of disciplines in order
to find key concepts and common occurrences, and to show the pervasiveness of
metaphors in a diverse range of areas such as Politics (e.g. Chilton, 1987; Chilton &
Lakoff, 1989; Chilton & Ilyin, 1993; Charteris-Black, 2004; Lakoff, 1993), Medicine
(e.g. Coulehan, 2003; Salager-Meyer, 1990; Mungra, 2007; Reisfield & Wilson,
2004); Architecture (e.g. Caballero, 2003a, 2003b), and Economics (e.g. CharterisBlack, 2000; Charteris-Black & Ennis, 2001; Cortés de los Ríos, 2002; DudleyEvans & Henderson, 1990; Fuertes Olivera, 1998; Fuertes-Olivera & Pizarro
Sánchez, 2002; Henderson, 1994, 2000; Mason, 1990; McCloskey, 1983; White,
2003).
Metaphor is used as a powerful rhetorical strategy in political discourse (e.g. Lakoff
& Johnson, 1980; Chilton & Lakoff, 1989; Charteris-Black, 2004; Semino, 2008).
Political discourse often involves persuasion, for which metaphors are regarded as an
indispensable tool. For example, Lakoff & Johnson (1980) explain that WAR
metaphors have an important role in argumentation and point out that we can win or
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lose arguments, regard each other as opponents, defend our verbal battles, and so on.
Lakoff (1992) demonstrated how the Bush administration used a wide range of
metaphors to justify the Gulf War. Chilton and Ilyin (1993) showed that metaphors
were used extensively to foster group solidarity, such as in the European Union and
referring to it as a House. Other metaphors are often used to discriminate against
other groups such as in anti-immigration in California, which Santa Ana (1999)
showed metaphors to describe immigrants as being treated as pests. Semino (2008)
examined how individuals use different metaphors to convey their own perspectives
and evaluations by analysing an article dealing with the G8 summit in Scotland. For
example, U2 lead singer expressed what had been achieved and what was yet to be
achieved in the G8 summit as “climbing a series of mountains” indicating a struggle,
compared to Tony Blair, who insisted that it is “about getting things done step by
step”, which indicates a more positive attitude and longer process (Semino, 2008,
p.2). Another corpus base study by Charteris-Black and Musolff (2003) compared
metaphors used for euro trading in British and German financial reporting. They
found that both English and German languages used UP/DOWN metaphors and
HEALTH

metaphors; however, they further found that English also used many combat

metaphors represented by the conceptual metaphor EURO TRADING IS COMBAT.
Charteris-Black and Musolff (2003) stress that it is important for ESP learners to be
aware of the differences between languages when metaphor is involved and the
purpose for using the metaphors.
Similarly, metaphor has been found to play a major role in medicine in both spoken
and written discourse. In spoken discourse by patients and physicians, “illness and
healing are inextricably bound to narrative, meaning, and metaphor” (Coulehan,
2003, p.94). Despite its major role, the use of metaphor is not always seen as a
positive experience. Reisfield and Wilson (2004), for example, explored the powerful
influence metaphor has on medical practice and experience of an illness in their
study on the use of metaphor in the discourse of cancer. They argued that the
pervasiveness of metaphor for both physicians and patients have a profound effect on
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the cancer experience. Their results showed that metaphors not only create a greater
understanding, but they could also lead to dangerous misappropriation (Reisfield &
Wilson, 2004). For example, in their study, the WAR metaphor was the most
prominent for both physicians and patients. Metaphorical expressions used in this
context saw cancer as an enemy where a physician was a commander; a combatant
was the patient; allies were the healthcare team, and formidable weaponry was the
chemicals and nuclear weapons used in the cancer battle. These expressions seemed
to facilitate communication, however, as Reisfield and Wilson (2004) discovered,
some patients found WAR metaphors to be inappropriate or dehumanizing; for
example, we’re going to hit you with chemo. They concluded with a caution to
physicians that “metaphorical skill, imagination, and sensitivity are important in
creating rapport and in communicating the nature of unshared experience” (online)
and that not every patient will appreciate the same metaphor. From another
perspective, Mungra (2007) argues that the frequency of metaphors found in the title
of medical publications and more frequently in research article texts disadvantages
non-native speakers, as many of them were culturally bound. In many research
articles, she found that some metaphors were constantly repeated, which could
eventually lead those metaphors to be specialist jargons. Therefore, due to this
frequency, Mungra (2007) argues that if L2 scientists-doctors want to be active on
the international research scene, they need to master the skill of understanding
metaphor in reading comprehension.
In the area of architecture, Caballero (2003a, 2003b) explored metaphor in
architecture discourse and argued that metaphor is teachable in the ESP classroom.
Her corpus studies, of 95 texts, showed the frequent occurrence of conceptual
metaphors and image metaphors with the main purpose of describing and evaluating
architecture (2003a, 2003b). From these results, Caballero concluded that since
metaphor is used so frequently, students learning the language of architecture would
benefit largely from learning when, where and how to use metaphor. She also
strongly suggests that since metaphor will be a part of students’ architectural culture,
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those involved in writing materials designed for ESP students of architecture would
benefit by including metaphor.
The present study is situated in business and economic studies at university,
therefore, this next section will address the research related to this study within this
discipline.
2.4.2 Metaphor in economics and business education
A considerable amount of attention has been brought to metaphor in economics and
business due to the frequency of metaphors found in this discipline. In contrast to
most other disciplines, economists themselves have drawn attention to the role
metaphor plays in economic texts. McCloskey (1983) explains that metaphor in
particular is the language that economists use, suggesting that “[t]o say that markets
can be represented by supply and demand "curves" is no less a metaphor than to say
that the west wind is "the breath of autumn's being" (p.502). McCloskey further
argues that metaphor is essential to economic thinking and being aware of metaphor
in economics “would be an improvement on many counts” (1983, p.507).
2.4.2.1 Different types of metaphors
Metaphors, mostly conventional, are a common feature in specialised texts, so much
so that some are easily overlooked, such as: the stock market managed to avert
another bloodbath (Lindstomberg, 1991), while others can be more apparent, such
as, a case in point is the dollar rollercoaster ride (Charteris-Black, 2000). Velasco
Sacristán (2004) cites examples of metaphors which are used to describe the
economy such as growth and depression and economic organisations such as
parent/sister company, MARKET MOVEMENTS AS ANIMALS as in bear market, bull
market or INFLATION AS MOVEMENT as in galloping inflation, trotting inflation,
BUSINESS AS WAR

as in corporate raiders, market competition, BUSINESS AS SPORTS

as in a stalemate, key players. Other metaphors that are typical themes in economics
include: MECHANISMS and MACHINES, ANIMALS, PLANTS and GARDENING, HEALTH
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and FITNESS, FIGHTING and WARFARE, SHIPS and SAILING, and SPORTS
ECONOMY IS AN ORGANISM
PHYSICAL COMBAT

(Boers, 2000b),

(Charteris-Black & Ennis, 2001), and EURO TRADING IS

(Charteris-Black & Musolff, 2003). Studies into identifying

conceptual metaphor trends are particularly important for this study as they provide
insight into why common conventional metaphors are found in discipline specific
texts.
2.4.2.2 Metaphor awareness
Both economists and linguists agreed that metaphors are in our everyday language,
thought and action (e.g. Lakoff & Johnson, 2003; Ortony, 1993). Moreover, they
view metaphors as, “one of our most important tools for trying to comprehend
partially what cannot be comprehended totally” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003, p.193).
Boers (2000a) argues that since figurative language is so omnipresent in both our
everyday language and in specialised fields, language learners are most likely to be
confronted with this type of language at some time or another. Along with the
present study, Hewings (1990) argues that it is the non-literal language and its
frequency in economic texts that causes students most difficulties in understanding
economic discourse.
To address such difficulties, Henderson (2000) proposes that raising students’
attention to the role metaphor plays in theory construction and question formulation
in economics may foster better understanding. Henderson (2000) categorised into
groups over-arching conceptual metaphors from textbooks that were appropriate for
the level of his university students to help them recognise the underlying metaphors
generally found in economic models. Although textbooks are not the only texts that
students read at university, Henderson’s (2000) study did suggest that metaphor is a
potential problem for economic students, in particular non-native speakers of
English, which is an issue to be addressed by the present study.
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A methods to help students in understanding metaphors, some suggest that drawing
their attention to the literal meanings of the vocabulary used in economic texts could
be a way to enhance deeper comprehension (Boers, 2000b). Words such as
prescription and remedy, as Boers (2000b) points out, are not likely to be referring to
medication in discourses such as economics. Therefore, in raising this type of
awareness, it may develop L2 comprehension.
In order to explore students’ awareness of metaphors, Boers (2000a) conducted three
different experiments with students in Belgium learning English in a business setting
and tested metaphor concept or theme awareness that was underlying novel
vocabulary and the effects on how this awareness facilitated retention. The first
experiment involved two groups of students, both groups reading a text on Managing
the Emotions. However only one group, the experimental group, was supplied with a
list of metaphorical expressions sorted under concepts that are usually used to
express our emotions, for example, ANGER AS FIRE along with the metaphorical
expressions such as, as she exploded, he’s hot under the collar.
The other group, the control group, received a lexical list sorted into ways we
describe our feelings, such as to describe serious and sudden anger: she exploded.
The results were not particularly promising as both groups scored relatively low.
Although the experimental group was only slightly above the control group, Boers
(2000a), claims that it is evidence that this group had developed some domain
awareness. However, he did suspect that errors in both groups were mainly due to
direct translations of the metaphorical expressions (the English expressions were
close to the Dutch expressions), through transfer strategies. For example, the English
expression expected in one of the gaps aimed to elicit to add fuel to the fire, but most
of the groups wrote the Dutch translation of to add oil to the fire. This could also be
the case for Swedish students. If, for example, the same expression to add oil to the
fire were to be given to the Swedish audience, taking into account that the languages
are closely related, the results would most likely be the same as in Boer’s (2000b)
22

study. However, in Swedish, oil expresses a calming effect rather than the worsening
effect that fuel implies. Therefore, having these sorts of differences, despite being
harmless in English, may prove to be more problematic for L2 readers. To what
extent these types of interpreting errors cause problems for L2 readers is unknown,
therefore, it is an intention of this study is to fill this gap.
In Boers’ (2000a) second experiment, aimed at measuring the production of
metaphors, showed that students were able to reproduce metaphors in the target
language. Boers (2000a) claims that this strengthens the argument for raising
metaphoric awareness in L2 education. Further results showed that the two test
groups had equal numbers of inaccuracies. As to the source of the inaccuracies, it is
unknown but this sort of information would be helpful for educators. Despite there
not being a significant difference in the age or experience of the groups, metaphors
such as HAPPY IS UP/SAD IS DOWN (see Section 3.3.2 on orientational metaphors),
proved to be easier for students to learn.
The third experiment involved another cloze test where the participants were to fill in
the gaps after being supplied with the appropriate multiword list of phrasal verbs and
prepositional verbs. The experiment group received their vocabulary listed under
categories of the orientational metaphors, whereas the control group received a list
without the categorising. The aim was to see if, by categorising the orientational
metaphors, the participants would be able to fill in the gaps successfully. However,
the outcome did not show a great difference between the two groups and suggested
that the participants did not benefit from the attempt to enhance their awareness of
orientational metaphors. No real explanation for the outcome was evident but it does
indicate that although orientational metaphors can be taught, they can still cause
problems for language learners.
Since the three experiments provided group results, Boers (2000a) then considered
the differences in individual performance of metaphor categorisation without
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supplying any additional information from the previous experiments. The
participants were again university students of Business and Economics with French
as the L1. The participants were given a list of metaphorical expressions and the
possible corresponding themes, which were all randomly placed. They were asked to
list the metaphorical expressions under the appropriate category of MACHINERY,
WAR

or HEALTH and a fourth option of their choice. They were also asked to

underline any lexical item that they did not understand.
Firstly, the results showed that 16.5 percent of the responses were affected by the
lack of lexical knowledge. However, out of the remaining 801 categorisations, there
was an 89.5 percent success rate. One common problem was found with L1
transferring. According to Boers (2000a), there may have been confusion with L1
inference when categorising the company has to prune some of its branches. Some of
the respondents appeared to have mistaken the verb prune for the French noun prune
and placed the expression under a category FOOD, whereas, GARDENING would
have been the suggested category. The explanation for this result was that the word
prune is French for plum. This may be an explanation, but prune is also possible in
English, so it may have been another source of error, such as the participants not
having enough vocabulary knowledge relating to the word prune.
An unexpected methodological problem arose when students used their L1 language
knowledge to categorise the expression a flourishing company under the HEALTH
metaphor (a flourishing health is an idiom in French) instead of the expected
GARDEN

metaphor chosen for the experiment. Clearly, either metaphor would be

appropriate but for this experiment, it was seen as an error. However, it was strongly
recognised that metaphor themes overlap and are not an unambiguous choice (Boers
1997, 1999, 2000a). Although not commented on in the study, the results seem to
suggest that the categorisation differences made by the students with the
metaphorical expression a flourishing company also showed that the students had
drawn on their prior knowledge to make an appropriate choice, a strategy of
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interpreting metaphors. A clear error could have been one of the other choices, such
as WAR or MACHINERY but even out of context the students were able to provide a
suitable option. Conclusions drawn from the experiments showed that students’
awareness of metaphor was increased and although the results were not outstanding.
Boers (2000a) believes that if given the right resources, in this case, metaphor
awareness, students are capable of comprehending and retaining metaphor. Further,
from the perspective of the present study, conclusions drawn from the experiment
shed light on possible reasons for success and misunderstanding of metaphors. Also
noted by Boers (2000a), learners vary considerably in the way in which they interpret
metaphor. These studies have offered valuable insights in understanding metaphor in
L2 learning, however, more research in this area in needed; an area to which this
study hopes to contribute.
2.4.2.3 Factors influencing comprehension
From the above experiments, Boers (2000a) showed that students lack an
understanding of metaphor, however, as Henderson (1994) points out, “metaphor is
slippery” (p.362) and the nature of metaphor also needs to be considered. Boers
(2000b) further argues that metaphor understanding; that is, what is left for the
reader/listener to infer, is often exploited in economics for persuasive purposes. For
example, the economic recession can be described as a tunnel that could lead to
better times ahead: the light at the end of the tunnel or economic competition can be
described in terms of warfare: the battle of the share market (Boers, 2000b). These
types of expressions can be used to reflect the author’s opinion, which Boers (2000b)
claims will be lost if the student is unable to understand them metaphorically.
Therefore, he believes that developing students’ understanding of the inferences and
evaluative judgements associated with the origin of the metaphorical expressions
may help in recognising the author’s point of view (Boers, 2000a, 2000b).
In order to find out the influencing factors L2 students experience in comprehending
metaphor in Economics, Littlemore (2002) conducted a qualitative study with a
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Spanish student following a twelve-week intensive course in English for Economics.
Over a period of twelve weeks, the student participated in a reading and vocabulary
development course, reading articles from the Financial Times.
To establish whether there were any problems within the text during each session,
Littlemore (2002) read through the texts with the student asking her to indicate any
vocabulary problems. Out of 175 items that were found to be problematic, 125 were
judged by researchers to be metaphorical expressions. Littlemore (2002) also found
that there were 79 cases out of the 125 where the student knew the literal meaning,
whereas the remaining 46 cases were unknown to the student. As Littlemore (2002)
argues, these results show that metaphorical expressions are, in fact, a stumbling
block for language students.
During the one-to-one sessions, Littlemore (2002), in the role of the teacher, showed
the student metaphor interpretation strategies such as associative fluency, analogical
reasoning and imagery that can be used to help in understanding the metaphorical
vocabulary when faced with difficulties. These strategies are aimed at newly gained
information to enhance understanding and production rather than just recall
(Littlemore, 2000a). By activating the three strategies, Littlemore had the student
explain the literal meaning of the problematic words, using imagery to conjure up
associated words and then try to apply the words in context within the text. She then
asked the student to form an interactive image between the word and the text to see if
the word had a suitable metaphoric meaning that could be established. Littlemore
(2002) used the example of the word target as in targeting the right customer and
after going through the strategic procedures, the student came up with concepts of
focusing on the target, taking aim, firing something at it, hurting it. When the student
was asked to engage in analogical reasoning, she decided that hurting it was not
appropriate. She was then asked to form an interactive image of a metaphorical
expression such as a firm firing a product at a particular customer and she was able
to come up with a rich understanding of the word.
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The next step in Littlemore’s (2002) procedure was to help the student develop a
degree of autonomy in her use of metaphor interpretation strategies. Two computerbased self-access activities were created containing 13 of the problematic
metaphorical expressions experienced in the previous session. These expressions also
had image links attached to them. The student was asked to work out the meaning
for the words in context and to use the image links if needed. The following week the
student was asked to work out the meanings of 12 new metaphorical expressions, this
time without the image links. She was also asked to fill in a questionnaire about the
strategies she used during the process. The 10 successful items recorded showed that
the student used the context, a mental image, and associated concepts to help work
out the meaning for the expressions. The findings suggest that training students to
pay attention to metaphor was possible, although in limited circumstances
(Littlemore, 2002).
However, as Littlemore (2002) points out, a limitation of the study was that it
focused only on one student. As it is known that individual differences do exist in the
way people interpret metaphors (Littlemore, 2001a; 2002), the present study aims to
examine the issue by including a larger sample of students at both undergraduate and
postgraduate levels. Another limitation, or perhaps more of a restriction, seems to be
that the reading sessions were in a controlled environment where the teacher,
Littlemore in this case, guided the student whilst reading. Under normal
circumstances, reading at university is done independently, without any teacher
support. Moreover, if a student were unable to find the literal meaning, the other
strategies used to help in developing metaphor understanding would then seem
irrelevant.
Despite the constraints of the study, there was enough evidence to promote further
investigation into whether or not developing processing skills will, in fact, help
students understand metaphor. Furthermore, an important insight for this study was
the hint of the actual strategies used by the student in understanding metaphor.
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Without this type of information, it will be difficult for educators to work on raising
metaphor awareness and interpretation strategies in the classroom.
2.4.3 Metaphor and technical vocabulary
Metaphor is also seen as a feature in technical and academic language across
disciplines (Charteris-Black & Ennis, 2001). Technical vocabulary has been
described, by Flowerdew and Peacock (2001), as being “similar to that for
distinguishing a group of words that will be particularly useful for learners with
specific goals in language use, such as reading academic texts in a particular
discipline….” (p.260). Traditionally, glossaries of unfamiliar terminology were the
prominent support for L2 students in an L1 classroom, however, research (e.g.
Cohen, Glasman, Rosenbaum-Cohen, Ferrara & Fine, 1988) has shown that even
those who have mastered the more technical terminology still have problems
understanding texts. Furthermore, as Cohen et al. (1988) point out, there is a
traditional expectation held by instructors in specialised courses, that non-native
speakers have the technical knowledge required to cope with the text (Cohen et al.,
1988). However, others believe that students need help with technical vocabulary.
Flowerdew and Peacock’s (2001) discussion on technical vocabulary in specialised
disciplines, explain the importance of helping students in becoming accustomed to
words that may have a “shared underlying meaning” (2001, p.266). Flowerdew and
Peacock (2001) refer to technical vocabulary as “words [that] ‘stretch’ their
meanings” (p.266). Their example of wall and how it is shared with the wall of a
house and the wall of a living cell is typical of how metaphor operates. It is argued in
this study that it is these subtleties that can cause confusion and misunderstandings
for the L2 reader.
Salager-Meyer (1990) comments on the enriching quality of metaphor in technical
vocabulary of science and engineering pointing to phrases such as booster skirt,
engine apron, rocket tail and wind sock but adding that their “stylistic colo[u]ring
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fades away in the course of time and usage” (p.146). Thus, they become so
conventionalised that they can lose their metaphoric nature or as Lakoff and Johnson
(2003) comment, they go unnoticed. Despite this conventionality, these expressions
are still capable of causing potential problems for L2 students.
In order to shed light on the problems L2 students have with technical vocabulary in
reading material in English of specialised courses, Cohen et al. (1988) conducted a
series of four studies with a total of 12 students from different academic disciplines
(1 student of Genetics, 2 of Biology, 1 of Political Science and 8 of History). All the
students were native speakers of Hebrew except for 5 students of History, who were
native speakers of English. All the groups were given texts to read that were specific
to the corresponding disciplines and asked to underline the areas within the text that
were problematic. The students were then interviewed either individually or in a
small group by a variety of interviewers, with no particular underlying methodology.
During the interviews, the students discussed their problematic areas. Despite not
having a specific methodology, Cohen et al. (1988) found the results to be consistent
across the disciplines. The main problem was shown to be noun phrases and nontechnical vocabulary. In the Biology study, for instance, students marked only 9 out
of the 32 technical words as problematic, whereas 43 out of the 53 non-technical
words were found to be problematic. Unfortunately, not all the results were reported
nor were the texts provided, although individual problematic words were presented.
It is difficult to comment on the possible reasons for the individual word problems,
as they were presented out of context; however, considering Lakoff and Johnson
(2003) claims that many metaphorical expressions go unnoticed, there is a strong
possibility that the words placed in context would have metaphoric meaning
association. Further analysis in the study revealed vocabulary problems that were
associated with time sequence or frequency, with the Genetics group having 12
words out of 17 in this category as problematic for the reader. Again, the lexical
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items were supplied out of context but with the pervasive nature of metaphor, there is
a strong possibility that these words were also associated with metaphor.
Cohen et al. (1988) were expecting technical vocabulary to be a major problem
across the various disciplines, but their study provided contrary results. A noteworthy
outcome of the study showed that L2 students have deeper problems in reading
discipline specific texts than the knowledge of technical vocabulary. While they were
unable to pinpoint the specific problems, it is quite possible that the problems were
related to the presence of the metaphor.
More recently, a similar issue was found with university engineering students
experiencing difficulty with textbook reading. A study carried out by Ward (2009)
aimed to see how close to the lexical threshold these particular students were in order
to successfully read their subject textbooks. He found that the students were around
1,000 words short of the target of 3,600 words. Ward (2009) suggests that the simple
lack of vocabulary may be the issue behind the reading problems. However, as
pointed out above, and as Golden (2010) argues, it is more than just knowing the
words that is the real issue with understanding texts, it is the metaphoric meaning
that appears to be the issue.
Cobb and Horst (1999) also argue that technical vocabulary is not the major issue
with L2 students. They suggest that most students would already have this kind of
knowledge and recommend that corpus-based tutoring is effective in building
vocabulary in order to help students cope with discipline specific texts. They further
argue that by building a corpus from course book texts and working with vocabulary
as well as introducing the UWL (University (now Academic) Word List) students
would cope with their specialised texts. Conversely, as Littlemore and Low (2006b)
claim, it is more than a matter of learning words:
[t]he very ubiquity of both linguistic and conceptual metaphor suggests
that second language learners may have to make metaphoric connections
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between ideas on a regular basis, as metaphoric extensions of word meaning
are likely to account for many of the vocabulary items that they encounter
(p.271).
2.5 Metaphor and comprehension
As discussed in the previous sections, the omnipresence of metaphor has been seen
as problematic for L2 students and this study aims to explore more closely the
problems experienced by advanced L2 university students in comprehending
metaphor. The study also aims to shed some light on the strategies these readers use
when encountering metaphor in their discipline specific texts. This study is focussed
on L2 reading; however, studies on L2 listening comprehension and metaphor have
been insightful. Therefore, this section will start off with a review the research to
date on advanced L2 comprehension in listening. It will then explore L2 reading and
strategy use when encountering metaphor and look more closely are L2 tertiary level
reading and metaphor from a Scandinavian perspective. The chapter concludes with
a summary of the main points and argument.

2.5.1 Metaphor in listening comprehension
Closely aligned to the present study on metaphor in academic reading is research into
metaphor in listening comprehension. Lectures at university are seen as the “central
pillar” (Low, Littlemore & Koester, 2008, p.428) of undergraduate and graduate
studies. However, lectures have been found to be problematic for L2 students in
many ways. Some of the problems reported include a lack of shared background
knowledge, cultural differences and language content – and more specifically, the
use of metaphor (Littlemore, 2001b). The role of metaphors in lectures can take
various forms such as: providing an evaluative device, labelling new concepts,
allowing the speaker to be vague, reducing distance between the speaker and the
topic, framing and summarising ideas for clarity, and making language amusing and
memorable (Littlemore, 2001b).
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In efforts to explore the problems metaphor create for L2 students attending lectures
at a university in England, Littlemore (2004b) conducted a post-lecture discussion
with the L2 students. During the discussion session, students were asked to interpret
a selected number of metaphors drawn from the lectures. Despite only discussing
five

examples

from

the

session,

Littlemore

(2004b)

identifies

serious

misinterpretations that affected understanding of factual information on the topic and
also the lecturer’s position on the presented topic. Further research conducted by
Low, Littlemore and Koester (2008) showed the frequency of metaphors in lectures
of various disciplines. Of particular interest to this study are the misinterpretations
made and the strategies used in Littlemore’s study (2004b). The two items of
misinterpretation reported coming from the lecturer’s point of view were:
a patchwork of different financial systems across Europe
work at a grassroots level, in order to find out the wishes of ordinary people
The first problem occurred with patchwork, where the student interpreted it as knitted
together to form an image of wholeness, rather than the opposite being a lack of
coherence. The second problem occurred with grassroots, where the student guessed
the interpretation as considering wishes of people who lived in the countryside/rural
rather than fundamentality.
The three misinterpretations that affected factual information were:
the Government had channelled public funds
it’s a dead mens’ shoes organisation
a muddy issue
In interpreting channelled, the student transferred the associated meaning of
narrowness misinterpreting the meaning as to reduce public funds, rather than
direction. The student interpreting dead mans’ shoes focussed more on the word
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‘dead’ and transferred the associated meaning of uselessness rather than emptiness
that implied promotion to be rare. Both these misinterpretations were claimed by the
students to have been reached by drawing on the lecture context. The student in the
third example inferred that muddy issue meant illegal goings-on drawing on
background knowledge to associate the meaning with dirty rather than obscurity.
These results all show that metaphors are not all interpreted in the same way. Despite
not knowing if all these examples were from different students or just one, the results
confirm that metaphor present problems for L2 students in university lectures.
A main aim of lectures, as Littlemore (2004b) suggests, is to introduce new and
interesting ideas, but the misunderstandings experienced by these students in their
lectures had them drawing on pre-existing knowledge rather than developing new
knowledge, with metaphor being the misleading culprit. Littlemore (2004b) further
argues that the central point of the lectures, from the lecturer’s viewpoint, was lost
through the students’ misinterpretation of the metaphors, which may lead to further
misunderstanding. As a solution to the problems encountered by students, Littlemore
(2004b) suggests that misinterpretations of metaphors that are used to present facts
can be corrected through reading, and that lecturers could be more aware of their use
of metaphor and perhaps paraphrase their metaphorical expression.
2.5.2 Reading in a second language
Views of L2 reading are mainly shaped by research on L1 reading (e.g. Bernhardt,
1986, 1991; Grabe, 1991, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2009) and often follow trends in
L1 reading. Most research on reading in a foreign language attempts to explore
problematic issues with a focus on what either enhances or impedes reading. This
ranges from L1 reading and L2 proficiency (e.g. Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995; Block,
1992; Brantmeier, 2005; Carrell, 1991; Cummins, 1994; Koda, 1991, 1994, 1996,
2005; Nambiar, 2009; Seng & Hashim, 2006; Tsai, Ernst & Talley, 2010; Upton &
Lee-Thompson, 2001) to L2 reading strategies (e.g. Anderson, 1991; Jimenez, Garcia
& Pearson, 1996; Kong, 2006; Malcolm, 2009; Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002; Nassaji,
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2003a, 2003b; Shah, Yusof, Lip, Mahmood, Hamid & Hashim, 2010). However, few
studies have explored the problems metaphorical expressions pose for the advanced
L2 reader. The argument presented in this research is that metaphor can act as a
hindrance for L2 readers and that without appropriate comprehension strategies, L2
readers are at risk of not being able to understand the text.
Current reading comprehension research supports the notion that L1 and L2 readers
have similar cognitive processes (see Section 3.6) (Alderson, 1984; Alderson, &
Pearson, 1988; Day & Bamford, 1998; Eskey, 1988, 1997, 2005; Grabe, 1991, 2002,
2004, 2005, 2006, 2009; Nunan, 1999; O’Donnell & Wood, 2004; Taguchi &
Gorsuch, 2002), however, little research has shown which strategies L2 readers use
when encountering metaphor. Shedding light on the strategies L2 readers use when
encountering metaphor will contribute to teaching and learning in terms of metaphor
competence; that is, the awareness of metaphor and the strategies used for
comprehending metaphor (Low, 1988; Deignan et al., 1997).
A skilled reader, according to Grabe and Stoller (2002), needs to have mastered at
least 95% of the words in the text in order to read comfortably. This would mean that
if a reader lacks vocabulary knowledge, it would result in not only problems with
reading fluency but also in comprehension and probably result in misunderstandings.
In Hazenburg and Hulstijn’s (1996) study, they found that a minimum vocabulary
size needed for L2 Dutch university studies is around 10,000 base words in order to
understand 90% of the vocabulary plus an additional 5% accounting for proper
nouns. Consequently, as Grabe (1988) claims, lack of vocabulary knowledge “may
be the greatest single impediment to fluent reading” (p.63) for non-native speakers of
English.
Other studies have provided evidence that a low level of familiarity with the second
language seems to short circuit reading ability, which would force the reader to use a
more basic word-by-word approach to decoding text (e.g. Alderson, 1984; Anderson,
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1991; Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995; Carrell, 1991; Clarke, 1980; Lee & Schallert, 1997).
This, according to Clarke (1980), disrupts the use of the reader’s already developed
L1 reading strategies. The exact nature and the extent of L2 knowledge needed for
full and fluent reading strategy use remains uncertain; however, in the case of
metaphor, the discussion to this point suggests that factors other than language
proficiency, such as, prior knowledge, context and guessing, seem to contribute to
reading success.
Grabe and Stoller (2002) point out that the important elements of skilful reading
include not only the ability to decode texts rapidly, accurately and fluently at the
orthographical, lexical, structural and textual levels, but also to bring to bear
background and world knowledge (or schemata), reading experience, interest,
cognition, motivation and reading purpose. Others emphasise more the importance
of vocabulary knowledge and claim that it is a crucial element of effective reading
(e.g. Alderson, 2000; Block, 1992; Grabe, 1991; Nation, 2001; Stanovich, 1980,
2000). However, Low and Littlemore (2009), for example, argue that knowledge is
needed regarding the different senses of a word and L2 learners need to be able to
use their knowledge to identify which “words are figuratively extended in the
targeted language” (p.41), for example, a person’s hand and a hand of a clock, a
person’s eye and an eye of a needle and so on. Moreover, readers need to recognise
the cultural differences and similarities in these types of expressions, such as in the
differences in English hand of a clock compared to the Swedish face of a clock
(urtavla), and the similarities in English eye of a needle and Swedish eye of a needle
(nålens öga).
According to Grabe (2009), a weak reader makes greater use of context clues than do
good readers when guessing meaning. However, there is a strong argument for
drawing on textual cues with metaphor, where context is needed for understanding
(Stern, 2000; Birch, 1998, 2009). In such a case, it is, therefore, possible that the
guessing from subject matter knowledge and guessing from context would be
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indicative of reader strategy strengths. Essentially, reading is an interactive process,
which requires L2 readers to make sense of words and sentences in the text and also
to draw on their prior knowledge and experience evoked by words in the text to
comprehend meaning and to solve problems during the reading process (Bernhardt,
1991). Very little is known, however, about the strategies advanced L2 readers use to
make sense of metaphorical expressions in a text. More insights into strategy use and
metaphor would be a considerable contribution to L2 reading knowledge.
2.5.3 Metaphor and reading comprehension
Picken (2005, 2007) has researched whether raising conceptual metaphor awareness
helped students with reading literary texts. He found that short-term interventions
proved effective but longer-term effects were problematic, indicating that there are
deeper problems with understanding metaphor in L2. Forty-nine first-year EFL
Japanese college students were given a text to read and then write, in their mothertongue, an interpretation of the final lines of the text. The aim for the task was to see
whether the students interpreted the last few lines of the text metaphorically. The
students were divided into five groups. The first group was given a considerable
amount of preparatory support and taught explicitly about the conceptual metaphor
LIFE IS A JOURNEY

as well as support provided in their task sheet. Group 2 was given

some preparatory support but no support in their task sheet. Groups 3, 4 and 5 were
not given explicit preparatory support, but groups 3 and 4 were given support in their
task sheet, whereas group 5 was without any support in their task sheet. The outcome
showed that Group 1, who had the most support, were the most efficient in the task
and those without support were the least. However, Group 2, which had preparatory
support but no task support performed poorly (Picken, 2005). These results suggested
that students need pedagogic support when encountering metaphor but short-term
solutions seem ineffective.
A follow-up task was given three months later, where a similar task was given to two
groups, with the same conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY (Picken, 2005). The
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first group consisted of 18 students from the first study, where they had been given
conceptual awareness training in the first test, and the second group consisted of 25
students who had no training at all. As expected the first group who had training in
conceptual metaphor awareness performed exceptionally well. Picken’s (2005)
analysis of these results led him to believe that one-off teaching of conceptual
metaphor awareness may be beneficial at the time but that longer term awareness
building would be much more effective for both literary and non-literary text
interpretation. Although Picken (2005) suggests that teaching conceptual metaphor
awareness would not only contribute to students’ independence when interpreting
conceptual metaphors in literature, it would also help them discover the kinds of
metaphorical expressions used to realize the conceptual metaphor in any texts. He
suggests that by raising conceptual metaphor awareness before students start reading
literature, text interpretation will be less problematic for L2 readers. Picken’s (2005)
research is particularly interesting for this study as it is one of the few that have used
metaphors in context. However, it fails to identify the source of the interpretation
problems when students encounter conceptual metaphors.
A point that Picken (2005, 2007) and many other studies on metaphor miss when
focusing on raising metaphor awareness is that, in many situations, there is more than
one conceptual metaphor steering a text. These types of studies, despite their value to
metaphor and EFL research, tend to focus only on one or two metaphorically
expressed concepts and tend to neglect texts that have a collection of relatively
unrelated metaphors.
Steen (2004) conducted a study that showed evidence of noticing skills where a
group of 18 advanced Dutch students learning English were asked to identify
metaphors in the lyrics of the song, Hurricane by Bob Dylan, by underlining the
metaphors as they came across them in the text. Although the main objective of the
study was to see which metaphors were mostly likely to be recognized and how they
were positioned in the text, other results that are more relevant for this study
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identified the accuracy and inaccuracies in recognizing the metaphors in the text. The
percentage of inaccuracies being around 37% compared to the number of accuracies
being over 60%. These results indicated that metaphors are not always obvious and
that students are not aware of what is classified as a metaphor. Steen agrees with
Littlemore and Low’s (2006a) argument that language learners would benefit from
being aware of the presence of metaphor and such awareness would be a useful tool
for language students to learn. While this is a convincing argument, metaphor
awareness, that is, drawing attention to metaphor, also needs to reach university level
students where understanding is dependent on their success as students.
Continuing the argument for incorporating the awareness of metaphor in the EFL
reading classroom, Cardoso and Vieira (2006) found that EFL proficiency levels had
an impact on the results as well as the degree to which the students relied on
translating. They used song lyrics as a way to explore student’s metaphor
understanding. Using the think-aloud protocol, 18 high school students of various
ages were given lyrics of a song (She made herself a bed of nails, And she's planning
on putting it to use) with the conceptual theme of LOVE. From the text discussions,
students were found to process metaphor in three steps: rejecting the literal meaning
first, seeking support from the instructor with unfamiliar vocabulary and finally
drawing on guessing strategies. This study is one of the few studies that have shed
some light on the strategies readers use when encountering metaphor. However, in a
university setting, it is expected that students will be able to cope with the texts
assigned to the course. Therefore, instructors are not readily available for such
assistance. Consequently, the reading strategies found in Cardoso and Vieira’s
(2006) study are likely to be different for independent readers. Further exploring
these strategies would be beneficial to both raising metaphor awareness and teaching
reading.
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2.5.4 Tertiary reading and metaphor – a Scandinavian perspective
The acquisition of knowledge is largely dependent on reading, especially in a
university setting, with the key sources of new knowledge often coming from
textbooks, reference books, journals, other periodicals, manuals and so forth.
Through reading, students are expected to independently develop new knowledge
and review concepts. However, many L2 students have difficulty in acquiring and
understanding knowledge through written texts (e.g. Chen & Donin, 1997;
Hellekjaer, 2009; Shaw & McMillion, 2008; McMillion & Shaw, 2009).
A high level of L2 language skills is usually expected from Scandinavian students
because their “spoken production and listening comprehension is genuinely
advanced” so “their reception of educational texts is likely to be at a level at least as
advanced” (Shaw & McMillion, 2008, p.123). However, this is not always the case.
In Norway poor reading scores in English have been reported in upper-secondary
levels (Hellkejaer, 2009; Golden, 2010). In relation to this issue, Hellkejaer (2009)
conducted a quantitative study that compared undergraduates and graduate students
in Norway. The main aim of the study was to find out if the reported poor reading
scores persisted into tertiary education and examine the nature of student difficulties
and the reasons for variability.
The results showed that 30% of the students had considerable difficulties in reading
academic texts in English with the source of the difficulties being unfamiliar
vocabulary. Further results showed that 40% of the students are proficient in reading
in Norwegian, but fell below the linguistic threshold level when reading in English.
Further, results showed that the strategies students used to overcome unfamiliar
vocabulary difficulties were dictionary use, drawing on a lecturer or fellow student’s
knowledge, giving up on reading and guessing from the subject matter knowledge or
context. Hellekjaer (2009) considered all of these strategies as being serious
disruptions to the reading process. However, he found that those who were able to
draw on guessing as a strategy achieved higher reading scores. The overall results
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showed that Norwegian EFL instruction at the upper-secondary level in schools is
unsuccessful in developing the required proficiency needs for higher education.
Hellekjaer’s (2009) aim was to argue that there is a need to place more focus on
reading instruction and the teaching of reading strategies in elementary schools in
Norway. He also argues that there is a need to increase the vocabulary focus in
learning and place more focus on EFL university preparation studies. Such
recommendations are helpful on a general level, but without knowing the exact
nature of the problems that the students experience, it is difficult to know how to
help them. Therefore, a closer look at students’ reading problems as proposed in the
present study would be advantageous.
In light of Norway being rated as having poor reading comprehension from the PISA
(Program for International Student Assessment) report and the problems L2 learners
have with metaphor, Golden (2010) set out to examine if metaphor was at the heart
of the reading problems. Her main aim was to see if there was a difference in
understanding between students with Norwegian as their mother tongue and students
who had another language as their mother tongue. In her study, 400 15-year-old high
school students were exposed to 50 metaphorical expressions and 31 literal
expressions taken from textbooks. As Golden predicted, both the native speakers and
the non-native speakers of Norwegian, on average, scored highly on the literal
expressions. This indicated that these items were a part of their vocabulary and
appropriate for their age group. However, the scores for the metaphorical expressions
were somewhat lower in both groups. The context in which the metaphorical
expressions were embedded had an impact on the success in understanding. Topics
that can be associated with young people were understood easier than the more adult
themes suggesting that background knowledge plays a role in guessing unfamiliar
vocabulary. Results also showed that metaphorical expressions with words of
medium frequency appeared the easiest, whereas the expressions with words of extra
high frequency seemed to cause the most difficulty. The high frequency words turned
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out to be verbs that were polysemous in nature. Golden (2010) argues that, contrary
to findings of many vocabulary studies, knowing a high frequency word does not
necessarily mean that there is knowledge of its different meanings – including
metaphorical ones.
Conclusions drawn from the study showed that there is a strong correlation between
receptive vocabulary of the students and their ability to comprehend metaphorical
expressions. Being one of the very few studies on metaphorical expressions in
Scandinavia, Golden (2010) urges the importance of raising metaphor awareness in
language learning. As with this study, she further asserts that there is a great need for
metaphor awareness to enhance vocabulary building and text comprehension.
As mentioned previously, it is taken for granted that Swedish students can cope with
English textbooks at university (Shaw & McMillion, 2008). With regard to the
assumption that Swedish students’ proficiency in spoken English is likely to be
mirrored in their proficiency with academic literacy, Shaw and McMillion (2008)
conducted a study where they compared the differences between advanced Swedish
university students’ reading comprehension and processing in English to that of L1
readers. The conclusions drawn from timed reading comprehension tests suggested
that Swedish students are slower readers than the L1 readers but not necessarily
better or worse readers than the L1 readers. Shaw and McMillion (2008) suggest that
this result indicates that advanced L2 readers also use the conscious compensatory
processing of a slow L1 reader. A further study conducted by McMillion and Shaw
(2009) sought to compare components of reading comprehension, inferencing,
vocabulary, recall, word recognition and sentence coherence with the same L1 and
L2 students. This time the L2 students were separated into two groups: the very
advanced and the less advanced. A battery of tests consisting of sets of paper-based
and computer-based tests were used for each of the components. The results showed
that the very advanced Swedish readers of English were similar to the L1 readers on
the reading comprehension and inferencing tasks. However, results on the
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vocabulary, recall and word recognition tasks showed that the L1 readers were much
stronger. The less advanced L2 readers were much weaker on all the tasks, indicating
that they are at a considerable disadvantage when reading course material in English.
McMillion and Shaw (2009) conclude by pointing out that “the majority of Swedish
students do not meet the English reading expectations of the university system”
(p.124).
As mentioned by McMillion and Shaw (2009), their tests were general assessment
tests of high-level processing skills. These types of tests are convenient, but they
generally tap into the higher-level components and give little information about the
lower-level processing skills and language knowledge. This study can contribute to
the general lack of reading and metaphor research in Sweden by exploring the
reading processing skills advanced L2 readers use when engaged in reading and
encountering metaphor in their university course literature.
2.6 Summary
Metaphor is seen to play a central role in language and communication (Low, 1988)
and as a consequence, the study of metaphor has gained widespread interest (e.g.
Cameron & Low, 1999a, 1999b; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Littlemore, 2001a; Long
& Richards, 1999; Gibbs, 1999). Inspired by this interest and the pervasive nature of
metaphor, applied linguists (e.g. Cameron & Low, 1999a, 1999b) have recognised
the relevance metaphor has for virtually all language learners (Low, 1988).
The review of the literature in this chapter aimed to show that metaphor is pervasive
in our everyday language, it can be both universal and culturally influenced, and can
be a learning tool for concepts and vocabulary building. It showed that metaphor is
prevalent in academic disciplines, particularly in Economic texts. In more recent
years, metaphor studies have been undertaken in the field of TESOL and have shown
metaphor to be a stumbling block for non-native speakers. However, this field of
study has only scratched the surface.
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Another gap in the research that needs to be addressed is the nature of the problems
L2 speakers encounter with metaphor. There are studies that have shown that cultural
differences may be a reason (e.g. Kövecses, 2003, 2005; Charteris-Black, 2002),
unfamiliar vocabulary and context (e.g. Boers, 2000a; Golden, 2010; Littlemore,
2002), and lack of metaphoric awareness (e.g. Littlemore & Low, 2006a). Further
research into the problems L2 university readers encounter with metaphor would
certainly be beneficial to educators in raising metaphor awareness and awareness of
the strategies that can be effective in metaphor comprehension.
Copious research efforts have gone into understanding L1 reading strategies and L2
reading. More recently, attention has been given to L2 reading problems – including
at tertiary level; however, these studies are relatively limited. The literature has
revealed that reading research has a tendency to focus on vocabulary knowledge or
the lack thereof. However, due to the ubiquitous nature of metaphor, a gap that needs
exploring is whether or not the problems L2 readers at university experience are
related to technical vocabulary or in fact to metaphor. Considering the vital role
reading plays in university studies, little is known about the problems L2 students
encounter with reading, in particular when experiencing metaphor, and the strategies
used when attempting to interpret metaphorical expressions.
In light of the abovementioned issues, metaphor studies have either taken a
qualitative or quantitative approach. However, not many studies have combined both
approaches to maximize research outcomes. Applying a mixed methods approach to
investigating L2 students’ understanding of metaphor and reading strategies would
provide valuable insights in the field.
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Chapter 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
3.1 Introduction
The chapter begins with the necessary task of defining metaphor, including a brief
historical account of metaphor, which seeks to explain how views about metaphor
have evolved over time. Emerging from this historical account is the conceptual
theory of metaphor that will be used to inform the present study. Having arrived at a
definition of metaphor to guide the study, the chapter will then clarify what this study
means by reading, exploring the processes involved in reading in general and L2
reading in particular as well as the strategies drawn on in the L2 reading process in
understanding metaphor. Then the chapter presents a working model used to
underpin this study. The model combines the cognitive linguistic view of metaphor
and the psycholinguistic view of reading to understand the interaction of these two
views and the impact it has on the L2 reader. The chapter concludes with a summary
of the main points.
3.2 A brief account of metaphor
The ancient Greek etymology of the word metaphor is: “a transfer, especially of the
sense of one word to a different word, literally a carrying over” (Online Etymology
Dictionary, 2013). The first comprehensive study of metaphors can be traced back to
Aristotle. His account of metaphor is possibly the oldest extant and the most
influential where he claimed metaphor to be intellectually superior to normal
language. He is believed to be the first to provide a definition of metaphor in writing,
which appeared in Poetics, and received further treatment in Rhetoric:
[m]etaphor consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to something else;
the transference being either from genus to species, or from species to genus,
or from species to species, or on grounds of analogy (Aristotle, translated by
Bywater, 1952, p.56).
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Aristotle argued, “the greatest thing by far is to have a command of metaphor. This
alone cannot be imparted by another; it is the mark of genius, for to make good
metaphors implies an eye for resemblances” (Aristotle, 350BCa, Part XX111), which
recognises that there is something powerful behind the ability to connect to the
seemingly unconnectable. For example, the person reading a business text, such as in
this study, who can see the relationship between a ship at sea running aground and a
company encountering unexpected difficulties, is making such a connection. While
Aristotle did not directly consider metaphor as a cognitive phenomenon reflected in
language, he did regard metaphor as omnipresent in everyday language, “used by
everybody” (Aristotle, 350BCa, Part 2). This notion is central to today’s thinking on
metaphor, although not directly attributed to Aristotle.
The semantic value of metaphors has also been recognised by Aristotle. He argued
that it is through words, in this case metaphor, that we “get hold of new ideas”
(Aristotle, 350BCb, Part 10) and “it is from metaphor that we can best get hold of
something fresh” (Aristotle, 350BCb, Part 10). Aristotle’s work on metaphor
generated many of the basic precepts, which are still embraced today and central to
this thesis. However, the destiny of metaphor was “sealed for centuries to come:
henceforth it is connected to poetry and rhetoric, not at the level of discourse, but at a
level of a segment of discourse, the name or noun” (Ricoeur, 1977, p.14) and seen to
have an ornamental and decorative function.
As with Aristotle, Cicero (55BCa, 55BCb) and Quintilian (1903) saw metaphor as a
comparison connected with elements of style; however, Quintilian claimed that the
comparison was a substitutive process and that metaphor is a substitution of one
noun for another. For example, Beatrice is a gem. Here, gem (something rare and
precious) is compared to a person and instead of using the words rare or precious, in
Quintilian’s view, they are substituted by the word gem. Cicero defined metaphor
(square brackets used in the original text) as:
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[A metaphor is a short form of simile, contracted into one word; this word is
put in a position not belonging to it as if it were its own place, and if it is
recognizable it gives pleasure, but if it contains no similarity it is rejected.]
(Cicero, 55BCb, De Oratore, III, 39, 157, translated by Marsh McCall, 1969,
p.215)
Cicero made two interesting points. First, the deviate nature of metaphor and the
consequences of recognising similarity between the thing and the metaphoric word.
Namely, if no similarity can be found, the metaphor is rejected as being a metaphor.
For example, if Beatrice were not considered a rare and precious person, then the
reader/listener would reject that she was a gem. This notion can be seen in today’s
processing views discussed further in Section 3.5. Second, Cicero argued that to
avoid ambiguity, metaphors could be made more salient by using additional phrases
such as ut ita dicam (so to speak), which would prompt a reader/listener to reject the
literal meaning. Considering both these points, it appears, even then, the nature of
metaphor was seen as complex and a possible cause for misunderstandings.
A further argument of Quintilian is that of the function of metaphor. He claimed that
metaphor’s function is due to the inferior nature of the Latin language as opposed to
the Greek language. Therefore, he argued that metaphor was useful for expression
and expressing things where words lacked or where words were used only to produce
a decorative effect (Quintilian, Book XIL X 40-43). However, if used for some other
effect other than giving brilliance to speech, it was considered to be “an abuse”
(Murphy, 2001, p.34); thus, keeping metaphor in the realms of rhetoric.
The ‘comparison’ views were challenged by Giambattista Vico (1668-1744). He
viewed metaphor as a device by which humans create abstract knowledge and “in
general makes up the great body of the language [...] in [...] all languages” (Vico,
1744, par 444, p.147). Vico’s view, as metaphor being the core of language, points
towards what is known today as the Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). This view
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of metaphor will be discussed more in depth in Section 3.3.2. Vico’s view was the
first to understand the power of figurative language in the making of symbolic
systems and believed that metaphors were created by drawing on “the human body
and its parts and from the human senses and passions” (par 405, p.129). He argued
his point by giving examples such as using head for top/beginning; mouth for any
opening; tongue of a shoe; foot for end/bottom; bowels of the earth; vein of
rock/mineral; blood of grapes for wine (Vico, par 405) and claimed that metaphors
underlie our entire system of everyday life. The symbolic systems he refers to can be
seen in business texts today, such as the ones encountered in this project: business is
human in expressions like hemorrhaging jobs; manufacturing showing signs of
revival. According to Vico’s view, it is through these utterances “we must seek our
imagination to explain them” (Vico, 1744, par 402, p.128). Through Vico’s insights,
his contribution to rhetoric was recognized for the relationship between language and
thought. However, metaphor continued to stay in the domains of rhetoric.
The conventionality of metaphor was first considered by Friedrich Nietzsche (18441900). Like Vico, Nietzsche gave metaphor a primary role in human understanding.
His argument was that metaphoric statements about the world that were once new
would later become conventional and henceforward, considered true. Therefore, in
his eyes, everything is metaphoric: "we possess nothing but metaphors for things –
metaphors which correspond in no way to the original entities" (Nietzsche, 1873).
The issue of what is conventional and novel is still current today (Lakoff & Johnson,
1980) and explored further in Section 3.4.
The discussion to this point views metaphor as deeply entrenched in language, and a
device predominantly used as a literary embellishment for poetic or rhetorical
emphasis (e.g. Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, Vico and Nietzsche). It remained as such
until I.A. Richards in 1936 pursued a more theoretical approach, which is known
today as the interaction theory (see Section 3.6.3). Similar to that of Aristotle,
Richards emphasizes the comparison aspect of metaphor and also the metaphoric
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nature of thought. In this view, Richards argues metaphor to be an “omnipresent
principle of language” and that “we cannot get through three sentences of ordinary
fluid discourse without it” (1936, p.92). He further argues that “thought is
metaphoric, and proceeds by comparison, and the metaphors of language derive there
from” (Richards, 1936, p.94). This view lifted the analysis of metaphor beyond the
level of trope at the lexical level to one of semantics that concerns sentences,
paragraphs and whole texts.
From this traditional view of metaphor, a radical claim from Lakoff and Johnson
(1980) surfaced by arguing that
metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language, but also in
thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual system [...] is fundamentally
metaphorical in nature (p.3).
They define metaphor as "understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms
of another" (Lakoff & Johnson 1980, p.5; emphasis omitted). They convincingly
showed that metaphor is pervasive not only in everyday language but also in thought.
It is from this work that the dominant contemporary view of metaphor arose,
commonly referred to as the conceptual approach or Conceptual Metaphor Theory
(CMT) (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). CMT recognises the omnipresence of metaphor,
as did Aristotle, but views it as a conceptual phenomenon that is realized on the
surface level of language (a more in depth account of CMT can be found in Sections
3.3.2 and 3.4).
In sum, the notion of metaphor has undergone great changes over the years. In a
traditional sense, as discussed briefly above, metaphor is regarded as an “implicit
comparison between a metaphorical expression and a literal paraphrase based on
underlying analogy or similarity” (Yu, 1998, p.10). These traditional views share the
common feature of seeing metaphor as a linguistic phenomenon (Cameron & Low,
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1999a, 1999b) found predominantly in the realm of poetic or figurative language
(Lakoff, 1993). This study aligns itself in the conceptual approach and views
metaphor as a matter of language and thought, found in everyday life. It understands
metaphor to be
“[t]he bringing together of two very different concepts in a linguistic expression that
encourages some meaningful transfer of sense in interpretation” (Cameron & Low,
1999a, p.77).
As a necessary step towards understanding how metaphors are comprehended, the
next section will discuss in greater detail different theoretical approaches to
metaphor.
3.3 Cognitive linguistic view of metaphor
Theories of metaphor fall between two general approaches: the Traditional and
Conceptual views.
3.3.1 Traditional view
The modern debate about metaphor or metaphor being more than a rhetorical device
started around the 1930’s when I.A. Richards (1936) published The Philosophy of
Rhetoric drawing on Aristotle’s approach to metaphor and establishing comparison
theory. However, Richards argued that metaphor is more than a comparison; it
involves some sort of interaction. He also saw metaphor as something much more
than a rhetorical device and argued that metaphor is in some way exceptional that
deviates from normal language use and involves a comparison. Richards argued that,
“when we use a metaphor we have two thoughts of different things active together
and supported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning is a result of their
interaction” (Richards, 1936, p.93). He proposed the first plausible psychological
theory with which the two thoughts of different things and the lexical metaphor can
be distinguished. He also introduced elements for the comparison, which are useful
when discussing lexical metaphor: tenor and vehicle.
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The tenor refers to the principle subject of the metaphor and the vehicle is the term in
which the metaphor is carried (transported). The tenor is not a metaphor on its own.
It collaborates with the vehicle to “give a meaning of more varied powers than can be
ascribed by either” (Richards, 1936, p.100). What carries the common characteristics
of the tenor and vehicle is the ground, the result of the relation between the tenor and
vehicle. As Richards (1936) points out, the ground is either found easily or in some
cases requires more recondite knowledge, which is referred to as the tension. The
metaphor’s tension illustrates how the tenor and vehicle are contradictory. For
example:
1. He is a pig
2. The students yelling was music to the teacher’s ears
In this theory, Example 1., He is the tenor, and pig is the vehicle and the ground is
the result of the relationship between a person and a pig; that is, the person has
similar qualities of a pig such as being untidy, greedy, rounded in build and so forth.
Metaphors, such as in Example 1., are seen as relatively simple to comprehend, if the
reader has in their knowledge domain, the characteristics of a pig and the
characteristics of a person. However, the ground is either found easily or in some
cases more complex knowledge is required. Richards (1936) refers to this as the
tension as in Example 2. students yelling is the tenor, and music to the teacher’s ears
is the vehicle. The notion of students yelling is possibly not what a teacher normally
embraces therefore, there is a contradiction between the tenor and vehicle. However,
if the students had been on a summer break and the school had been quiet and empty,
the teacher may be glad to hear the return of the students. Alternatively, the yelling
might indicate to the teacher that the normally quiet students are actively
participating in their group work, which would then be a joy to the teacher.
Conversely, the reader may struggle to find the ground or tension or totally
misunderstand the metaphor without the contextual knowledge. This context theory
of meaning was introduced whereby the analyses of metaphor remained focused on
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words (Müller, 2008).
Although Richards (1936) points out, in this theory, that there are times where it is
impossible to determine the ground with certainty, he also argues that this will not
prevent the metaphor from being successful, but more that it has less ground.
However, for this study, it argues that if the ground is less certain, it will most likely
be the cause of problems for the L2 reader. It will possibly cause either a
misunderstanding or not be comprehended at all; therefore, it would be difficult to
refer to the metaphor as being successful by these readers.
Inspired by Richards’ work, Black (1979) argued that metaphor is far more complex
than a simple comparison between two things; each with its own fixed meanings. By
elaborating on the comparison view, Black (1962, 1979) systematically included the
role of context into a concept of metaphor. He recognised from Richard’s work that
words themselves are not metaphoric; they are metaphoric when placed in context
giving the theory an interactive perspective. He also recognised that a tenor and
vehicle are necessary and that metaphor is more than a comparison of two things, it is
an entire system of associated meanings (1962, 1979).
Black’s interaction view argues that metaphor “has its own distinctive capacities and
achievements” (1979, p.37) and that it creates a similarity rather than formulating an
antecedent of an existing thing. For example, according to the substitution and
comparison view, Richard is a lion means Richard is brave: both views hold that the
metaphor can be expressed literally. However, in the interaction theory metaphor
involves “two thoughts of different things active together and supported by a single
word, or phrase, whose meaning is a result of their interaction” (Black, 1962, p.38).
In his analysis, Black (1962) calls the single word or phrase the focus and the
surrounding context, the frame. He argues that the interaction between the focus and
the frame is what creates a new meaning, a meaning that is not the same as the focus
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meaning in the literal or substitution sense. Each frame extends the meaning of the
focus and hence, the reader must remain aware of both the old and new meanings.
For example, in man is a wolf, man is the tenor and wolf is the vehicle according to
Richards (1936). In the Interaction view, however, man is a wolf evokes a “system of
related commonplaces” (Black, 1962, p.287), later called “implicative complex”
(1979, p.28). According to the interaction theory, these are a system of associated
implications, which may not be necessarily true, but can be readily accepted, in
specific cultures. Based on the implications made about wolves, the reader constructs
corresponding implications about man and the implications made about man are not
usually implied in the literal sense. In this theory, it is the metaphor that has the
power to suppress and filter some associations while emphasising others or as Black
(1962) states, “it not only selects, it brings forward aspects…that might not be seen
at all through another medium” (p.42), extending the concept of metaphor from the
word level to the sentence level.
Moreover, the interaction view provided insight into categorising metaphors as either
dead or alive (Black, 1979). In this theory, dead metaphors are an expression whose
metaphorical power has become so commonplace that it is no longer in play, such as
in falling in love. Since metaphor is no longer in play “a competent reader is not
expected to recognize such a familiar expression as…a metaphor” (Black, 1979,
p.25). However, the central argument in this thesis is that although such familiar
expressions no longer require any effort from the L1 reader, this may not be the case
for non-native speakers of English, as the ‘common implications’ may not be
obvious to the L2 reader.
Further developments of the interaction model from Searle (1979, 1993) and Grice
(1975) rests upon a truth-conditional semantic. Their pragmatic view of metaphor
assumes that readers/listeners analyse and reject the literal meaning before the
metaphor can be comprehended. The literal meaning, therefore, remains the
fundamental meaning, hence, the development of the pragmatic model.
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The pragmatic model sees metaphor primarily as a linguistic phenomenon, processed
as language. Unlike in a literal or non-metaphorical expression, the speaker/writer’s
meaning in a metaphorical expression is not the same as the literal meaning; that is, it
is not possible to paraphrase the meaning because in most cases there is no literal
expression that conveys the exact intended meaning (Searle, 1979, 1993). Similarly,
Grice (1975, 1989) claimed that an utterance is only recognized metaphorically so far
as the literal interpretation fails and interpretation of metaphor must rely on features
of general analogical reasoning (Levinson, 1983).
However, according to the pragmatic view, there are three stages a reader goes
through in order to interpret a metaphor (Searle, 1993). First, the reader recognises
that the expression is metaphorical and not literal, usually by deciding that the
expression not be true. In Example 1., he is a pig, this is easily decided to be untrue
if the person is not actually a pig, mainly because the tenor and vehicle are both
explicitly stated. However, in cases such as Searle’s (1993) I have climbed to the top
of the greasy pole, it is more difficult for the reader to decide if it is a true statement
or not, mainly due to the reader having to infer the meaning. Therefore, context is
argued to play a major role in the interpretation and comprehension of the metaphor
(Searle, 1993). Second, the reader searches for a possible alternative meaning by
referring back to the metaphor vehicle and deciding what features the vehicle has that
may be present in the tenor. Third, this stage is when the reader goes through the
possible features of the vehicle and decides on the writer’s intention. Once this is
done, the metaphor is understood. This complex process is affected by factors such
as context, prior knowledge and shared knowledge, or common ground, according to
Searle (1993).
Interestingly, the pragmatic view argues that it is impossible to paraphrase the
metaphor, as metaphor is perceived as the relationship between what is said and what
is meant to be said. It sees conventional language as literal and not metaphoric,
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however, what is meant by literal, in the sense that it represents the ‘truth’, seems to
be one of the major contentions with this view. This central argument has influenced
the conceptual views of metaphor, discussed in more detail below, whereby literal
meaning is seen as metaphor – quite the opposite of the pragmatic view. If this is the
case, then metaphor can be assumed to be generally problematic. Further, for nonnative speakers/readers of English what is literal or metaphoric may not always be
obvious and therefore will have implications for the success of their comprehension.
In sum, the traditional view regards metaphor as a linguistic phenomenon, which
falls mostly in the realms of poetic or figurative language. Further, it sees metaphor
as merely a matter of words involving a substitution of literal words with metaphoric
words. Moreover, there has to be literal language first in order to have a metaphor.
The traditional view also works on the principle of transference of qualities from one
thing to another, such as in he is a pig, which is a result of using the vehicle in place
of conventional language.
For the purpose of this study, metaphor is seen as more than “a device of poetic
imagination and rhetorical flourish – a matter of extraordinary rather than ordinary
language” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p.3). It regards metaphor as “pervasive in
everyday language, not just in language but in thought and action” (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980, p.3). Thus it turns to the conceptual view of metaphor.
3.3.2 Conceptual view
The radical turn in metaphor studies took over and developed many ideas from some
traditional theories and rejected others. As a result, metaphor is viewed as a figure of
thought rather than a figure of language (Steen, 1999, 2002; Steen & Gibbs, 1999).
In the conceptual view, metaphor as concepts are independent of the linguistic
system but rely on linguistic expressions (metaphorical expressions) to realise the
concept. The most influential variant of the conceptual view is the Conceptual
Metaphor Theory (CMT) (Lakoff, 1987a, 1987b, 1993; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980;
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Johnson, 1987; Lakoff & Turner, 1989). Grounded in the cognitive linguistic view,
the basic premise of this theory is that metaphorical expressions reflect deep
conceptual metaphoric roots that structures our everyday conceptual system,
including abstract concepts, and …lies behind much of everyday language. The
discovery of this enormous metaphor system has destroyed the traditional literalfigurative distinction, since the term ‘literal’, as used in defining the traditional
distinction, carries with it all those false assumptions (Lakoff, 1993, p.204).
The notion of metaphor structuring our everyday language has given rise to metaphor
reaching far beyond it being a poetic device. The false assumptions Lakoff (1993)
refers to include:
All everyday conventional language is literal, and none is metaphorical.
All subject matter can be comprehended literally, without metaphor.
Only literal language can be contingently true or false.
All definitions given in the lexicon of a language are literal, not metaphorical.
The concepts used in the grammar of a language are all literal; none are metaphorical
(Lakoff, 1993, p.204).
Literal in this sense refers to the “concepts that are not comprehended via conceptual
metaphor” (Lakoff, 1993, p.205). However, even elements of these expressions can
be argued as metaphor (Vico, 1744), hence the complex nature of metaphor.
Essentially, what the traditional view considers literal, the conceptual view considers
metaphoric. For example, the traditional view would consider the expression stocks
rose by 2% as literal/true, if in fact stocks had risen by 2%, and would consider the
expression as a conventional expression and not metaphorical. Whereas, the
conceptual view would consider this expression as a manifestation of the underlying
conceptual metaphor MORE IS UP, therefore, it is a metaphor and an expression that is
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considered very much alive. Thus metaphor is seen to be primarily located in both
thought and language (Lakoff, 1993, 1997). Due to the nature of the academic texts
examined, the conceptual view is appropriate for this study.
Metaphors under the CMT involve understanding one mental domain of experience
in terms of another (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). This understanding is made possible
by what cognitivists refer to as metaphorical mapping of characteristics from a
source onto a target domain: a uni-directional mapping that takes place at the
conceptual level and realised on the linguistic level. Generally, and in this study,
metaphor concepts are represented in small capitals, such as ARGUMENT IS WAR, and
the realisations of the concepts as metaphorical expressions are represented in italics,
such as the claims are indefensible (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 2003).
The CMT holds that metaphorical expressions (also known as linguistic metaphors)
are merely different realisations of productive underlying metaphors, however, it is
these realisations that this study argues to cause problems for L2 readers. Lakoff and
Johnson (1980) use the concept ARGUMENT IS WAR, to show how metaphorical
expressions are produced:
He attacked every weak point in my argument.
His criticisms were right on target.
I demolished his argument.
I’ve never won an argument with him.
You disagree? Okay, shoot!
If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out.
He shot down all my arguments.
The CMT argues that metaphors are not merely linguistic expressions because if they
were, it would be expected that different linguistic expressions would be different
metaphors (Lakoff, 1993). For example, we’ve hit a dead-end-street would be one
56

metaphor, we can’t turn back would be another and their marriage is on the rocks
would be yet another. Although these examples are different expressions, they all
seem to constitute the metaphor in which love is conceptualised as a journey. In other
words, these surface level metaphorical expressions are systematically related by
realisations of one underlying conceptual metaphor. They are seen as different submetaphors that are possibly a part of a broader conceptual system and “jointly
provide a coherent understanding of the concept as a whole” (Lakoff & Johnson,
1980, p.9). For example, the metaphor A JOURNEY IS UNPREDICTABLE ties in with
another conceptual metaphor LOVE IS CHALLENGING. This suggests a tight mapping
in the source domain of love corresponding systematically in the source domain of
journey with the overall concept of LOVE IS A JOURNEY; therefore, making metaphor
expressions such as we’re at a crossroad possible.
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) distinguish three types of conceptual metaphors:
Structural, Orientational and Ontological. Structural metaphors are probably the
most common type of conceptual metaphor and are constructed from one conceptual
structure to another; that is, one concept is understood and expressed in terms of
another well-defined structured concept. Structural metaphors help us use words
concerning one concept to talk about another concept as use in the most discussed
examples mentioned above and as follows:
LOVE IS A JOURNEY
We’re at a crossroad
We have to go our separate ways
Orientational, just as the name suggests, are metaphors that are concerned with
spatial orientation: up-down, in-out, front-back, on-off, deep-shallow and centralperipheral, and unlike structural metaphors, they organise “a whole system of
concepts with respect to one another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p14). These
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metaphors explain the concept of bodily orientation in our physical environment. For
example:
HAPPY IS UP / SAD IS DOWN
Their spirits were raised
I’m a bit down today
Ontological metaphors, just as orientational metaphors, help in understanding our
physical environment. They help understand experiences in terms of objects and
substances. The most typical kind of ontological metaphor is the CONTAINER
metaphor. Lakoff and Johnson explain that, “each of us is a container, with a
bounding surface and an in-out orientation. We project our own in-out orientation
onto other physical object that are bounded by surfaces” (1980, p.29). These
container metaphors are also based on the fact that we view our own bodies as
entities or containers. For example:
THE MIND IS A CONTAINER
I can’t get this song out of my head/mind
I need to clear my head
These three conceptual metaphor categories can be seen in typical business texts
used in Business and Economics studies at universities (see Table 3.1). This table
provides examples of the typical conceptual metaphors found in business texts and
metaphorical expressions used to realise the concept.
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Table 3.1 Examples of conceptual metaphors and their metaphorical
expressions in business discourse
Structural Metaphors
ECONOMIC ACTIVITY IS HEALTH

signs of recovery
a lapse in

Orientational Metaphors
MORE IS UP; LESS IS DOWN

prices soared
prices fell

Ontological Metaphors
ECONOMY IS A CONTAINER

to invest in
to take out of

These categories can be helpful in that they can shed some light on what types of
metaphors are difficult for L2 readers, as in this study; however, these categories can
be somewhat problematic. Lakoff and Johnsson (2003) state that, “metaphors tend to
be both structural and ontological, and may additionally be orientational” (p264);
that is, metaphor identifies systematic transfers of ontology, structure and/or
orientation from one domain (the source domain) to another domain (the target
domain). Therefore, it is difficult to categorise metaphors into these types, although
they do give insights into what could be potential cultural differences and also shed
important light on the discipline specific metaphor types.
3.4 Conventionality
Most metaphorical expressions under the CMT are considered conventional and are
usually not used to display some sort of rhetorical flourish. Conventional metaphors
are seen as so common that they are often referred to as ‘dead’ metaphors; that is,
metaphors that were once alive and dynamic, then, with common use, at some point,
cease to be seen as metaphorical. For example, a native speaker of English would
probably not consider branch as in branch of a bank as metaphoric, although this
may not be the case for non-native speakers. As argued by Lakoff and Johnson
(1980) conventional metaphors such as branch go unnoticed in everyday language;
59

that is, they require little or no effort in understanding. However, this thesis argues
that conventional metaphors can be very much ‘alive’ for non-native speakers and
can possibly be the cause of comprehension problems or misunderstandings for L2
readers.
In contrast to conventional metaphorical expressions are novel metaphorical
expressions. Novel metaphorical expressions are freshly created expressions and are
seen as more demanding on the reader/listener, requiring them to deconstruct or
unpack them in order to understand the meaning (Knowles & Moon, 2006).
Although they can be based on pre-existing ideas or images, they are considered
new, then with “continued use, once-novel metaphors become conventionalized, and
their metaphorical senses enter into our dictionaries” (Glucksberg, 2003, p.96).
Many conventional metaphorical expressions are also seen as idioms (Lakoff, 1993).
The traditional view of metaphor sees idioms as arbitrary meanings (e.g. Gibbs,
1980, 1992, 1994; Gibbs, Bogdanovich, Sykes, & Barr, 1997), “existing in our
mental lexicons as frozen, lexical items” (Gibbs et al., 1997). The CMT views idioms
as motivated from conceptual systems. For example, idiomatic phrases such as, blow
your stack, flip your lid, hit the ceiling, lose your cool, get steamed up are all
motivated by the conceptual metaphor ANGER IS HEATED FLUID IN A CONTAINER
(Gibbs et al., 1997). Since this study is aligned with the CMT, it includes idiomatic
phrases as metaphorical expressions.
Further, both conventional and novel metaphorical expressions can be manifested
from the same conceptual metaphor. Kövecses (2002, p.31) LIFE IS A JOURNEY in
Robert Frost’s poem ‘The Road Not Taken’ exemplifies this phenomenon:
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LIFE IS A JOURNEY
He had a head start in life
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I –
I took the one less travelled by,
And that has made all the difference.
Example 4., two roads diverged and the one less travelled by, demonstrates the
unconventional or novel use of LIFE IS A JOURNEY. Whereas in Example 3., head
start, for native speakers of English, this metaphorical expression has been worn out
and conventionalised into the language. Although metaphorical expressions similar
to Example 4. are used more in the arts (Kövecses, 2002), any creative language user
can produce novel metaphorical expressions such as those in business texts used in
this study. Steen (2007) studied how conventional metaphorical expressions can also
be novel. The conventional metaphorical expression a flood of documentaries, as in
large quantities, has recently been replaced by another metaphor, tsunami, and used
in a novel sense as a tsunami of documentaries (Steen, 2007). This reflects the
“cultural and social preoccupations of the time” (Zinken, Hellsten & Nerlich, 2008,
p.368). As Lakoff and Johnson (1999) explain, novel metaphorical expressions are
created from our changing environment and help to understand the unfamiliar. For
example, the word mouse:
My daughter has a pet mouse (literal)
Are you a man or a mouse (novel metaphor)?
I bought a new mouse for my computer (conventional metaphor)
The degree of conventionality, as discussed above, varies and depending on the
individual’s background knowledge/prior knowledge and what they bring to the
reading process, will largely impact their comprehension. This is a particular
disadvantage for non-native speakers, as conventionality will depend on their
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familiarity with concepts, language and culture. The next section will elaborate on
culture and metaphors are structured by culture.
3.4.1 Metaphor in culture
A culture greatly influences attitudes, values, traditions, ideas and beliefs (Renz,
2009). Culture in the conceptual metaphor context is a “set of shared understandings
of the world, where our understandings [reflected in language] are mental
representations structured by cultural models or frames” (Kövecses, 2005, p.135).
The influence of social communities and cultural background on metaphor cannot be
underestimated. As Gibbs (1992) states, metaphors structure our thinking, reasoning
and understanding. They enable us to metaphorically interpret abstract concepts,
such as time, emotions and feelings in terms of more concrete entities (Gibbs, 1992).
However, these social and cultural uses of metaphor can vary across languages and
cultures and hence pose problems and potential misunderstandings in interpretation
for L2 speakers. One reason is that what is metaphoric for some language uses is not
necessarily metaphoric for others (e.g. Cameron, 2003; Kövecses, 2005; Steen 2007).
Lantolf (2006) argues that there is potentially more to acquiring another culture than
complying with the behaviour and asserts that it is also about adopting “cultural
models, including scripts, schemas, narratives, rituals, and, above all, conceptual
metaphors” (p.85). Kövecses (2005) argues that a culture is construed through
language, and more specifically, through metaphorical expressions. In his theory of
variation and universality, Kövecses (2005) highlights several reasons why
metaphors can correspond or differ cross-culturally. For example, similar metaphors
may have evolved by accident in the respective languages. This can happen by
languages borrowing from one another, and/or the implication of some sort of
universal understanding that is realised in the metaphors of the culture (Kövecses,
2005).
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Studies of embodiment and emotion, for example, have determined that metaphorical
expressions used to express emotions such as anger or happiness are often viewed as
similar across cultures (Lakoff & Kövecses, 1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999;
Kövecses, 2002; Yu, 1998, 2008). This is due to the fact the general organization of
the human body and bodily experiences are universal. As an example, Kövecses
(2005) uses the conceptual metaphor AFFECTION IS WARMTH, which he explains
stems from early childhood experiences; that is, a loving parental embrace and with
it comes comforting bodily warmth. Consequently, human beings who have had this
experience would likely make the connection between the two domains AFFECTION
and WARMTH. Therefore, metaphorical expressions such as a warm smile or a warm
welcome would be decoded as something positive, even though the conceptual
metaphor may not be evident in the native language. Hence is it possible that nonnative speakers may, in fact, be able to comprehend metaphorical expressions in their
targeted language. On the other hand, they may misinterpret metaphorical
expressions due to their individual experience.
Quinn (1991) argues that other metaphors are socially and culturally dependent or
are even individually acquired. Hence, some conceptual metaphors are found across
cultures while others can be culture-specific. Even in languages as closely related as
English and Swedish, metaphorical expressions can neither be translatable nor do
both languages necessarily use the same source domains. In addition, Kövecses
(2002) argues that languages closely related do not necessarily draw on the domains
with the same intensity by producing the same metaphorical expressions. For
example, Viberg (2008) compared the English UNDERSTANDING/KNOWING IS
SEEING

with several languages including Swedish. He found that vision is related to

understanding in Swedish but this connection is not as pervasive as it is in English.
For example, the conventional metaphorical expressions such as I see, you see or see
are not translated directly into Swedish by using se (see) but rather expressions such
as jaså (yes-so) or förstå (understand). This indicates that the Swedish language uses
the conceptual metaphor of UNDERSTANDING IS KNOWING rather than KNOWING IS
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SEEING in

this instance.

The concept of TIME IS MOVEMENT is also seen both in English and Swedish. The
metaphorical realisations used to express this concept are also similar in both
languages, for example, time flies and time goes by in English compared to tiden
flyger and tiden går in Swedish. These conventional expressions are less likely to
cause problems for Swedish L2 speakers of English compared to the expressions that
are used to describe a clock. For example in English, body parts are used to describe
a clock, such as, the face and hands of a clock, however in Swedish, clocks have
pictures (urtavla) and showers (visare). These conventional metaphorical
expressions, in both languages, would normally go unnoticed in the L1 but for L2
speakers, they can be potentially problematic if the L2 speaker lacks knowledge of
the target language or
The matter of conventionality and novelty and the cultural differences is particularly
relevant to this study. Describing metaphorical expressions as either conventional or
novel can help to explain both successful and unsuccessful comprehension
experiences in this study. However, describing metaphorical expressions as either
conventional or novel will rely heavily on informed native language experience (see
Section 3.4), as conventionality is likely to be experienced differently from reader to
reader depending on the experience they bring to the text. Further, conventionality
will shed light on the different processing strategies L2 readers draw on when
encountering metaphorical expressions. It will help to identify if culturally embedded
differences in language and degree of conventionality are the cause of problems
experienced by L2 readers in understanding metaphor or if there are other reasons.
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3.5 Processing metaphor
The present study is interested not only in identifying the kinds of difficulties posed
for L2 readers by different types of metaphors, but also in exploring the processes L2
readers employ as they attempt to process metaphors in academic texts.
Intensive debates have revolved around how metaphors are processed in comparison
to how literal statements are processed. Although most of the debate centres around
L1 speakers, the insights from these discussions help with understanding possible
metaphor processing for L2 readers. From these debates, there seem to be four
different views: the sequential view (e.g. Searle, 1979, 1993), the direct view (e.g.
Gibbs, 1983, 1984, 1986, 2001; Gildea & Glusksberg, 1983; Glusksberg, Gildea &
Bookin, 1982; Keysar, 1989) which includes the direct access view (e.g. Cacciari &
Glucksberg, 1994; Gibbs, 1994, 2001; Gildea & Glusksberg, 1983; Glucksberg,
1998; Rumelhart, 1979; Shinjo & Meyer, 1991), the parallel view (e.g. Blasko &
Connine, 1993; Blasko, 1999; Keysar, 1989), and the combined view (e.g. Bowdle &
Gentner, 2005; Gentner & Wolff, 1997; Giora, 1997, 1999, 2002, 2008; Kecskes,
2006). Most of these empirical studies support general accounts of metaphor
interpretation usually in reading-time studies and experiments in word fragment
completion (Gibbs, 2001). This section will give a brief review of these studies as a
necessary step in shedding some light on the problem at hand.
The sequential view argues that a non-literal interpretation of a metaphor will never
take place unless it is incongruent with the truth; that is, the literal meaning is
processed first, then the metaphoric meaning. Principally, metaphor comprehension
will only occur when the literal understanding fails to achieve the true meaning of
the metaphor. As a consequence, metaphor comprehension is claimed to take longer
than understanding literal statements and demands more cognitive effort (e.g. Searle,
1979, 1993).
The direct view posits that readers do not necessarily need to access the complete
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literal meaning (e.g. Gibbs, 1983, 1984, 1986, 2001; Gildea & Glusksberg, 1983;
Glusksberg, Gildea & Bookin, 1982; Keysar, 1989), as adequate clues are usually
provided in the context of the text or conversation (Deignan, 2005, Gibbs, 1994).
Gibbs (1994) argues that difficulties in processing metaphoric language are a
function of the contextual support that is needed for establishing the corresponding
mappings from the vehicle domain to the tenor domain. In this view, literal sentences
seem to be more easily understood than metaphorical expressions when no context is
provided. However, when placed in relevant context, the difference in
comprehension time required to access the literal and metaphoric meaning was
greatly reduced. Therefore, the direct access view claims that contextual support
greatly facilitates the process of understanding a metaphor (e.g. Cacciari &
Glucksberg, 1994; Gibbs, 1994, 2001; Gildea & Glusksberg, 1983; Glucksberg,
1998; Rumelhart, 1979; Shinjo & Meyer, 1991). However, when it came to some
novel metaphors, it was found that in spite of contextual support, novel metaphors
took longer to process (Gibbs, 2001). Nevertheless, this may not necessarily be the
case for non-native speakers. The lack of language and cultural knowledge can
potentially cause comprehension problems for L2 language learners and even more
seriously, misunderstandings. Further, for L2 readers, what may be a conventional
metaphorical expression for one L2 reader may be novel for another.
Some metaphor researchers have adopted a parallel view of metaphor and literal
comprehension. Keysar (1989) argues that “metaphorical and literal interpretations
are functionally equivalent in comprehension” (p.385). He investigated whether
metaphoric or literal interpretation of a text difference reaction times; such as in my
son is a boy (Keysar, 1989). Results from the study showed that the reader could
interpret this type of expression as either metaphoric or literal. For example, the
literal interpretation could be understood as a person’s son being a young child, and
the metaphoric interpretation could be understood as a person’s grown up son acting
like a young child. Keysar (1989) further argues that metaphoric meanings are
understood in an obligatory manner while reading and that both metaphoric and
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literal meanings are interpreted with contextual support. Therefore, as Keysar (1989)
claims, approaches, which assume that the literal meaning has priority, are
inaccurate.
Glucksberg’s (2003) class-inclusion theory also claims that there is no priority of the
literal in metaphor comprehension and argues that there is no difference in the
comprehending and automaticity of metaphoric and literal meanings. Using
Glucksberg’s (2003) example, my job is a jail, he argues that the reader interprets the
metaphor exactly as intended; that is, the person’s job is not like a jail but is actually
in the category of an unpleasant, confining and difficult to escape from environment.
Blasko and Connine (1993) used a cross-modal priming technique and found that
metaphors that had equally salient metaphoric and literal meanings are processed
initially both literally and metaphorically. Giora and Fein (1999) also found that both
literal meaning and metaphoric meanings were activated in parallel in
comprehending conventional metaphors. They argue that since the literal and
metaphoric meanings of familiar metaphors are similarly salient (e.g. conventional,
frequent, familiar), they must share similar comprehension processes. However, the

issue of whether or not novel and conventional are understood through the same
processes is still much debated (Glucksberg, 2003). Thus, the difficulties in
comprehension seem to be determined by the nature of metaphors.
The controversy surrounding novel metaphor processes has brought about what
could be referred to as a combined view. Giora (1997) argues most empirical studies,
which support the direct view, only use conventional metaphors. Consequently, the
claim by the direct view that equal cognitive effort was required to process the literal
and metaphoric meaning appeared to be over simplified (Giora, 1997). This suggests
that novel metaphors are more cognitively demanding and therefore the results may
vary. Therefore, according to Giora’s graded salience hypothesis model (e.g.1997,
1999, 2002, 2008; Kecskes, 2006), the process involved will depend on the type of
metaphor: “the direct/ sequential process debate, then, can be reconciled: Different
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linguistic expressions (salient- less[/] salient) may tap different (direct/ parallel/
sequential) processes” (Giora, 1997, p.183), giving strength to the combined view.
Bowdle and Gentner (2005) further point out that it is possible that metaphor
comprehension can involve either direct or indirect processing. Their career of
metaphor hypothesis showed that in understanding novel and conventional
metaphors, different processes are used. According to this theory, all novel
metaphors, when first introduced to the reader, are processed as comparisons,
whereas, conventional metaphors can be processed either as comparisons or as
categorizations (Bowdle & Gentner, 2005). Further, their theory predicts that the
more a novel metaphor is seen/used, by an individual, it will become increasingly
conventional; that is, there is a shift in the mode of processing from comparison to
categorization, constituting the career of any given metaphor (Bowdle & Gentner,
2005; Gentner & Wolff, 1997). This would appear to be the same for L2 readers as
well.
Despite the arguments for all these views, there does not seem to be a general
agreement on the processes involved in L1 metaphor comprehension. However, there
seems to be an understanding that metaphor comprehension involves a range of
cognitive processes, which are context dependent. There also seems to be an
understanding that the degree of conventionality of the metaphor will affect the
processing experience. From the above discussion, a combined view of metaphor
processing could also be applicable in L2 metaphor processing, although obviously
there is room for further exploration.
3.6 L2 metaphor processing
The processing discussion is also unclear about L2 speakers of English. According to
Littlemore and Low (2006b), foreign language learners encountering a metaphorical
expression for the first time may draw on various strategies. They suggest that L2
speakers possibly rely on context as a strategy to either guess or infer a meaning,
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they may lean on a dictionary for support for an appropriate solution or employ novel
metaphor processes that are usually used for conventional metaphors when processed
by L1 speakers (Littlemore & Low, 2006b). However, as seen from the previous
discussion, this is still under debate. Littlemore and Low (2006b) suggest that it
could also involve a combination of strategies; however, there are very few L2
studies in this area.
Some L2 studies have drawn on the graded salience hypothesis to demonstrate the
difference between L1 and L2 speakers in relation to figurative language processing
(e.g. Bortfeld, 2003; Kecskes, 2001). In Kecskes’ (2001) study, L1 speakers were
found to take a holistic view toward idioms and considered their figurative meaning
level, whereas L2 speakers use an analytic approach mostly taking the idiom’s literal
meaning as salient. Bortfeld (2003) rated sets of idioms from three different
languages (English, Latvian, and Mandarin) and had speakers from these languages
classify idioms according to their figurative meanings. The response times and error
rates indicated that the speakers were able to interpret unfamiliar idioms from other
languages and that different forms of processing were used within and between
languages depending on their analysability. Although Bortfeld (2003) suggests that
the graded salience hypothesis provides a working description of why certain
interpretations may take precedence over others, it does not entirely account for
cultural experiences that influence processing (Bortfeld, 2003).
Littlemore (2004a) took an interesting approach where she explored the relationship
between L2 metaphor processing and the related L1 metaphor processing theories
with the aim of shedding some light on the cognitive processes that students employ
during metaphor interpretation. The qualitative study consisted of four Japanese
students in a natural classroom setting. Using the goal-directed think-aloud
(Cameron, 2003) method, Littlemore (2004a) showed that in five different examples
of idiom processing, no single theory of metaphor processing was apparent. Instead,
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there were hints of various models. This evidence further suggests that a combined
view of metaphor processing could be applicable in L2 metaphor processing.
The chapter, thus far, has established that metaphor for this study is “[t]he bringing
together of two very different concepts in a linguistic expression that encourages
some meaningful transfer of sense in interpretation” (Cameron & Low, 1999a, p.77).
It has also come to an understanding of the nature of metaphor, what is known about
how metaphors are processed in L1 and what is known to date about the problems
metaphor poses for L2 learners. One of the main aims of this study is to investigate
the potential difficulties experienced by L2 learners when encountering metaphor. In
order to reach this aim, this research draws on the cognitive linguistic view of
metaphor, namely the CMT. As discussed above, this view sees metaphor not as a
phenomenon, rather, as concepts that structure our everyday language. These
concepts are realized through metaphorical expressions that can be so common or
conventionalized in our language that they tend to go unnoticed. However, as seen in
the above review, metaphorical expressions can be problematic for L2 learners and
can potentially cause misunderstandings, if these expressions were new for L2
learners. The CMT also recognizes that some metaphor concepts are found to be the
same across cultures; however, research has also found that some concepts are
different or the metaphorical expressions are different. Due to the similarities and
differences, this is also a potential problem for L2 readers who are unaware of these
variances. Since metaphorical expressions are expressed through language and seen
as context dependent, having knowledge beyond the basic meaning of a word that
makes up a metaphorical expression necessary for comprehension. This suggests that
there will be implications for L2 readers who lack the same word knowledge as an
L1, which could lead to problems in understanding the metaphorical expressions or
encounter misunderstandings.
In short, cognitive linguistic view of metaphor provides the tools for this study to
identify metaphor, clarify various types of metaphor, and importantly, understand the
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pervasiveness of metaphor in everyday language. Moreover, by drawing on this
theory of metaphor, it enables the research to explore metaphorical expressions in
order to study the implications metaphor has on L2 readers.
3.7 Psycholinguistic view of reading
The chapter now turns to reading processes to understand the interaction between the
reader and the text and the implications this has for L2 readers when comprehending
metaphor. By exploring reading theories, the discussion will add to the understanding
of how metaphors are processed and will give insights into the strategies readers
employ. This in turn will provide the theoretical underpinnings for the data analysis
with the aim of reaching the second research question, which explores the kinds of
strategies L2 university readers draw on to understand metaphor. An interactive
process has been proposed to explain the multifaceted reading process of successful
readers.
Reading, by nature, is a purposeful task. On one hand, it can be regarded as a linear
process, starting from letters to sounds to meaning (Gough, 1972). On the other hand,
it can be viewed as a psycholinguistic guessing game that allows readers to rely more
on existing syntactic and semantic knowledge structures than grapheme and
phoneme knowledge (e.g. Goodman, 1967). Rumelhart (1977) describes reading as a
flexible process involving multiple information sources, which are dependent on
context, meaning that if something is taken out of context, there will be a variation of
interpretations, much like the approaches to metaphor processing. Urquhart and Weir
define reading as a “process of receiving and interpreting information encoded in
language form via the medium of print” (1998, p.22). Similarly, Nunan (1999)
describes reading as a means of obtaining information and making sense of a text, a
view echoed by Grabe and Stoller (2002) who describe reading as “the ability to
draw meaning from the printed page and interpret this information appropriately”
(p.9). More recently, Grabe (2009) elaborated on this definition and describes
reading as the processes involved in reaching a level of understanding and
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interpretation. Since the main argument in this study is that metaphor is one of the
issues to cause problems in understanding and interpreting in L2 reading, a closer
look at the reading processes is essential and how they interact with metaphor
processes.
The reading process is understood as being made up of a variety of multiple skills
involving a combination and integration of cognitive, linguistic and non-linguistic
skills that range from the very basic low-level processing abilities to the high-level
processing skills. It is believed that success in both decoding and the interpretation of
a text depends on the efficiency of the lower-level and higher-level processing skills
(e.g. Alderson, 2000; Bernhardt, 1991; Grabe, 1999, 2009; Grabe & Stoller, 2002;
Koda, 2005; Spiro & Myers, 1984). As will be discussed in more detail below, L1
and L2 researchers have presented models of the reading process from three
perspectives: bottom-up, top-down and interactive processing. Based on different
concepts of the reading process, specific strategies are emphasized and categorised.
Decoding and analysing sentence structures, for example, are often associated with
bottom-up strategies, while predicting and activating prior knowledge are usually
mentioned as top-down strategies. The interactive perspective, on the other hand,
encompasses both bottom-up and top-down processing strategies, which, from the
above discussion on metaphor, seems to be the case with metaphor comprehension.
As a guiding theoretical perspective for this study, these reading perspectives provide
valuable insights for approaching the issue of understanding metaphor in L2 reading
and what might influence comprehension.
3.7.1 Bottom-up models
The bottom-up models (Barnett, 1989; Gough, 1972; LaBerge & Samuels, 1974) of
the reading process propose that language learning begins from the most basic unit of
the language and then builds ‘up’ to larger units decoding the printed text and
automatically obtaining meaning (Spiro & Myers, 1984). According to this approach,
readers go through a series of stages, starting from smaller unit meanings that are
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combined systematically to build the meaning of a sentence, paragraph and passage
(Gough, 1972; LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; Spiro & Myers, 1984). Ultimately, the
bottom-up approach deals with decoding processes deriving from the printed page;
once this is achieved, the reader reproduces the meaning (Gough, 1972; LaBerge &
Samuels, 1974). In other words, readers are viewed as “passive decoders of
sequential graphic-phonemic-syntactic-semantic systems, in that order” (Alderson,
2000, p.17). From this perspective, as in other bottom-up models, a text is processed
by a reader from the moment of looking at the printed letters and words to the time of
deriving meanings from the text (Gough, 1972).
These lower-level processing skills are a combination of word recognition (lexical
access), syntactic parsing (grammar information) and semantic proposition
formation (meaning building) (e.g. Grabe, 2009). Word recognition is the process
that readers go through to extract lexical information from orthographic
representations. This process is ideally automatic and rapid and considered a vital
skill to reading comprehension (e.g. Grabe, 2009; Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Koda,
2005; Stanovich & Stanovich, 1995, Stanovich, 2000). The average fluent L1 reader
can recognise four to five words per second and in most cases, since readers do not
typically think consciously about what each word means, words and meanings are
accessed automatically (Grabe, 2009). While recognition processes are seen to be the
same in both L1 and L2, (that is, the use of phonological recoding and visual
orthographic strategies), the actual word recognition in L1 and L2 differ. According
to Grabe (2009), L2 adult readers bring a variety of strategies to their reading in the
target language that differ from L1 readers. For example, L2 readers bring prior
reading experience from their L1; adult L2 readers in particular tend to learn
vocabulary and reading skills simultaneously (Koda, 2005); therefore, the L2 reader
will not have a highly developed pre-existing vocabulary to lean on. Additionally, L2
readers have to be able to recognise the individual words found in the targeted L1
(Koda, 2005) and also recognise that they are not false friends.
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Ultimately, reading comprehension in the bottom-up processing view is dependent
on word recognition (Stanovich & Stanovich, 1995, Stanovich, 2000). Since this is
the case, word recognition will have an impact on L2 readers encountering
metaphorical expressions and consequently comprehension; that is, if the reader
cannot decode a word, then it will be difficult to understand the metaphor.
Syntactic parsing involves the ability to readily recognise grammatical patterning
(Grabe & Stoller, 2002) in order to create meaning. According to Grabe and Stoller
(2002), “the ability to recognise phrasal groupings, word-order information, and
subordinate and superordinate relations among clauses quickly is what allows good
readers to clarify how words are supposed to be understood” (p.22). For example, the
same word but different grammatical forms: as in the word box, requires the reader to
recognise the difference between the same word being used as a noun or a verb, such
as:
The box fell off the back of a truck (noun)
He is learning to box (verb)
Based on this view, metaphorical expressions such as drop a line of thought may
affect fluent reading. The individual words may be recognised and understood but
when understanding the phrase, it can cause difficulties for readers. According to the
CMT (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), this type of phrase would usually go unnoticed in
L1 reading, but when encountered for the first time by L2 readers, there will mostly
likely be disruptions to L2 reader’s interpretation.
Semantic proposition formation is considered to be the “building blocks of text
comprehension” (Grabe, 2009, p.31). According to Grabe (2009), the moment
reading is initiated, word meanings are being activated, groupings of words are
parsed for syntactic information, then information is being extracted from the words
and structures and placed into clause-level units: all these take place simultaneously.
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Grabe (2009) explains that these units are kept active for one or two seconds so that
the reader has time to integrate information in a way that it makes sense. Simply,
these units or propositions are complete thoughts that can be either true or false as
discussed in the metaphor he is a pig (see Section 3.3.1).
The truth condition of this sentence example is true only if ‘he’ is, in fact, a pig. As
obvious as this may seem, it recapitulates something that is already known to the
reader because the reader understands English (Grabe, 2009). This process is
automatic until some aspects of comprehension are interrupted, or the reader pauses
to consider if there are alternate meanings that can be extracted from the text, such as
metaphor.
Not all research supports this view of the reading as a bottom up process. Nunan
(1999) and Nuttal (1996) argue that the word by word decoding process is time
consuming and arduous, which puts the reader at risk of memory overload causing
the reader to forget what has been read when reaching the end of the text. As a result,
comprehension may become fragmented due to the reader attempting to store an
over-abundance of separate bits of information (Carrell, 1988). The Bottom-up
approach has also been questioned for its lineal stages. Some find it difficult to
accept that the reading process occurs in stages that is “one stage of the process is
over before the next stage begins” (Urquhart & Weir, 1998, p.41), and argue that this
lower-level processing underestimates the contributions that the reader brings to the
tasks, such as, process information and predictions (Eskey, 1988). However, in the
case of L2 reading and metaphor comprehension, L2 readers may need to resort to
the bottom-up approach when they encounter novel metaphors or conventional
metaphorical expressions for the first time. Although the bottom-up strategies are not
sufficient to interpret metaphors, without the bottom-up strategies as mentioned
above, little comprehension can be achieved.
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Conversely, Esky (1988) argues that there is not enough attention paid to the bottomup features and too much emphasis on the higher-level processing skills in L2
reading. Barnett (1989) points out the usefulness of the bottom-up features in that it
helps to find out problematic areas in less proficient L2 readers. Birch (1998, 2002,
2009) asserts that by improving the bottom-up features, L2 reading speed and
comprehension may improve. From the perspective of this thesis, the bottom-up
process has contributed greatly in giving insights into the problems that can occur for
L2 readers encountering metaphor in a targeted language text. Further, when
advanced L2 readers encounter a metaphorical expression for the first time, the
bottom-up processers are most likely drawn on to help in comprehension although
ultimately, the higher level of processing are relied on for successful metaphor
comprehension.
3.7.2 Top-down models
In contrast to the bottom-up models, top-down models represent the reader as
constantly hypothesising about the conceptual meaning of the text. The process
works by moving from the higher-level cognitive processes down to the text itself
(Barnett, 1989), prioritising the reader’s prior knowledge for inferencing and
reasoning about the text (Goldman & Rakestraw, 2000).
Goodman’s (1967) model of reading is most often associated with top-down reading
processes. He describes reading as a psycholinguistic guessing game (e.g. 1967), an
active process where the human brain employs five processes when reading:
recognition-initiation,

prediction,

confirmation,

correction,

and

termination

(Goodman, 1988). The reader first begins by recognizing a graphic display in a
written language to form a mental representation, and then predicts and confirms or
corrects predictions when inconsistencies are found. Subsequently, the reading task
is complete, or for some other reason, the reading process terminates (Goodman,
1988). Although the contextualisation of the top-down processing varies, the most
important elements common to the models are prior knowledge and inferencing.
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Firstly, prior knowledge (also referred to as world or background knowledge) in L1
and L2 reading comprehension is seen as one of the major factors in the reading
process (Block, 1992; Hirsh, 2003). It is seen as being everything the reader brings to
the text ranging from explicit and tacit knowledge to metacognitive and conceptual
knowledge (Dochy & Alexander, 1995). According to Anderson, Reynolds, Schallert
and Goetz (1977), “language comprehension always involves using one’s knowledge
of the world” (p.378), and argues that “it may turn out that many problems in reading
comprehension are traceable to deficits in knowledge rather than deficits in linguistic
skill” (p.378). Therefore, it seems inevitable that metaphors are likely to be outside
the experience of the L2 reader.
Prior knowledge can be divided into subcategories of general knowledge of the
world, cultural knowledge, topical knowledge and specialist knowledge. Then there
is newly gained knowledge, or improved knowledge. There is knowledge that
interacts with a variety of other factors such as motivational factors, attitudes, goals
and language proficiency (Grabe, 2009). How prior knowledge is implemented or
triggered can differ individually (Grabe, 2009); consequently, the complexities of
prior knowledge will vary in different situations and will vary individually. For
university students, as in the case in this study, prior knowledge would likely include
their knowledge of the subject matter and text. Nevertheless, it is evident that the role
prior knowledge plays in metaphor understanding is significant since metaphor
draws on something we already know or have experienced.
Secondly, the ability to make inferences (or informed guessing) is critical to success
in reading (e.g. Cain & Oakhill, 1999; Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994; Haastrup,
1991; Kintsch, 1988; Nassaji, 2002) and has shown to be a fundamental part of
processing and interpreting texts. In reading comprehension, inferencing is often
referred to as a process involving reading between the lines and going beyond the
information provided in the text (e.g. Bernhardt, 1991; Chikalanga, 1992, Grabe &
Stoller, 2002; Grabe, 2009; Urguhart & Weir, 1998). It is generally thought of as a
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skill that refers to the reader drawing conclusions that are not explicitly stated within
the text, but the evidence provided within the text enables the reader to infer
meaning. It is understood to be an essential cognitive process (Chikalanga, 1992)
because many of the texts readers are faced with are never totally explicit and hence,
the reader is required to comprehend things that are not explicit. Consequently,
readers need to be able to make inferences to fill in the gaps.
The notion of inferencing or informed guessing could be seen to align with the CMT.
Since our everyday understandings derive from conceptual systems (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980), inferencing skills should be considered an important factor
influencing metaphor comprehension. If, for example, an L2 reader is not familiar
with metaphor concepts such as ECONOMICS IS HEALTH AND FITNESS, it would be
difficult to infer the meaning of the metaphorical expression companies are nursing
their way back to health. Therefore, informed guessing or inferring would seem to
play a major role in understanding this expression.
The top-down approach, in the psycholinguistic model of reading, is seen as a readerdriven approach. According to Anderson and Pearson (1988) the reader is not only
an active participant but everything in the reader’s prior knowledge (individual
schemata) as well as ability to infer (informed guessing) plays a significant role in
the process leading to the interpretation of the text. As stated by Rumelhart (1980)
schemata can represent:
knowledge at all levels-from ideologies and cultural truths to knowledge
about the meaning of a particular word, to knowledge about what patterns of
excitations are associated with what letters of the alphabet. We have
schemata to represent all levels of our experience, at all levels of abstraction.
Finally, our schemata are our knowledge. All of our generic knowledge is
embedded in schemata (p.41).
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All prior knowledge used by the reader to make predictions (Goodman, 1967) and
anticipations about the upcoming text (Smith, 1971, 2004), enable the reader to
progress rapidly and smoothly, and constantly accepting or refuting information. If
there are any inconsistencies with the reader’s expectations, then the reading process
slows down, and closer attention is paid to the text. Largely, as metaphor theories
and reading theories point out, prior knowledge as a strategy appears to be
imperative for the successful comprehension.
Adult second language reading theory has drawn considerably on top-down views
particularly from a psycholinguistic perspective (Barnett, 1989). The main reason for
this is that adult L2 readers are usually already proficient in their L1; therefore, they
can already make predictions about the text and have a relatively wide range of
general knowledge to bring to the text. Rumelhart (1979) suggests that the primary
cause for failure in reading is due to the readers’ lack of appropriate
background/prior knowledge and without this knowledge strategy the reader is
unable to comprehend concepts within the text, despite being familiar with the
words. Conversely, the lack of successful top-down processing strategies could lead
to word-for-word reading; that is, bottom-up processing, which is a possible reason
for not understanding or misunderstanding metaphorical expressions.
Along with the development of the top-down processing approaches, it is now
recognised that readers do not rely solely on either the bottom-up or top-down
processes to achieve comprehension.
3.7.3 Interactive models
The bottom-up and top-down approaches to reading competed with each other until a
general consensus emerged that reading is a complex interactive process that
involves both approaches (Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983; Carrell, 1988; Coady, 1979;
Esky & Grabe, 1988; Rumelhart, 1977, 2004; Rumelhart & McClelland, 1981, 1982;
Urquhart & Weir, 1998). Interactive processing includes two important concepts.
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First, readers comprehend a text partly as a result of drawing on componential
information from the text and second, partly from their prior knowledge.
Theories that come under the interaction perspective focus on text comprehension, as
in the Construction Integration model (e.g. Kintsch, 1988,1994,1998, 2000; Kintsch
& van Dijk, 1978; van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983). This model proposes a semantic
model that explains how semantic structures or propositions can be processed in
reading comprehension. In short, the model suggests that readers construct mental
representations or understandings of what they have read (the text) by constructing
three levels of memory traces during the reading process: the surface linguistic level
(the actual words), propositional text-base level (what the words and sentences
actually mean) and situational level (the text integrated with real life experiences conceptual and situational).
The model also hypothesises that in order to construct these levels, two primary
processes are involved. Firstly, the construct process, where “a text-base is
constructed from the linguistic input as well as from the comprehender’s knowledge
base” (Kintsch, 1994, p.953). Secondly, the integration process, where information is
synthesised; that is, where the understanding of the text is “integrated into the
reader’s general knowledge base” (Tracey & Morrow, 2006, p.154).
Koda (2005) points out the importance this model has for L2 reading as it provides
insight as to how L2 readers reconstruct meaning from a text. However, she also
points out that this is a situation model of reading and the individual goals for
reading will have an impact on the reconstruction of the text. Koda (2005) uses the
example of Jane behaves like Madonna (p.126) and points out that there are a variety
of ways in which this sentence can be interpreted and it all depends on the
impression the reader has of Madonna; that is, it could be a positive or a negative
interpretation. The same argument was brought up earlier in the chapter with Max
Black’s (1979) Interaction Theory of metaphor in he is a pig.
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The Interactive view of reading sees the reader as an active participant in the process
by acknowledging that prior knowledge and previous experience play a major role in
comprehension. Barnett (1989) suggests that these models are particularly important
to L2 research, as they take into account the multitude of functions necessary for
understanding meaning through a foreign language. Carrell (1988) argues that
relying on either the bottom-up or top-down approaches can cause difficulties in
reading for L2 learners; therefore, the interactive model presupposes that skills at all
levels are interactively accessible to process and interpret the text (Coady, 1979;
Eskey, 1988; Grabe, 1988, 1991; Hudson, 1991, 1998).
Ultimately, the interactive approach requires L2 readers to make sense of words and
sentences in the text and also to draw on their prior knowledge and experience
evoked by words in the text to comprehend meaning and to solve problems during
the reading process (Bernhardt, 1991). In other words, text-driven factors entail word
recognition,

phonemic/graphemic

decoding

and

syntactic

recognition,

and

knowledge-driven operations involve intratextual perception, metacognition and
prior knowledge, which are all seen as contributing to successful L2 reading.
However, any inadequacies of knowledge in the target language of both the bottomup and top-down strategies could cause reading comprehension difficulties (Devine,
1988). Stanovich (1980) extended the interactive model with his compensatory
hypothesis to show the individual differences of readers. This hypothesis argues that
a process at one level can compensate for deficiencies at the other level. For
example, a reader with insufficient word recognition skills could possibly rely on
contextual support to achieve comprehension.
To summarise, this study draws on both the bottom-up and top-down models of
reading to explore the implications metaphor has on the L2 reader. It views L2
reading as an interactive process, which takes into consideration the individual
reader, what they bring to the text and their interaction with the text. Reading
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strategies indicate how readers comprehend a task, how they make meaning from
texts, and what readers do when comprehension breaks down (Block, 1986, 1992).
As pointed out above, strategies in both the bottom-up and top-down model, such as
prior knowledge, context, guessing, and word recognition are all strategies needed
for successful comprehension. These strategies will help guide the data analysis in
pinpointing the problems L2 readers experience when encountering metaphor and
also when pinpointing the strategies L2 readers draw on to comprehend metaphor
successfully.
3.8 An integrated model for investigating metaphor in L2 reading
This chapter has reviewed theories relating to the definition and comprehension of
metaphors. It has examined a range of views regarding the nature of metaphor and
how metaphors are processed. It has also considered theories of reading and how
they account for the comprehension of metaphor and what strategies readers drawn
on for successful comprehension and the possible reasons for the breakdown in
comprehension.
Seemingly, the contemporary views of metaphor and the theories of reading share
similar preoccupations. They have similar debates concerning the role of
text/language verses the role of context and ultimately how these all interact through
the processing strategies of the reader and what the reader brings to the reading
experience. How these factors are implicated when the reader is a non-native speaker
is a contribution of this study.
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Figure 3.1 Theoretical Model: Cognitive linguistic view of metaphor and
psycholinguistic view of reading
The above model (see figure 3.1) illustrates the elements of the context, the language
systems, and the L2 reader and the interplay between them. Reading theories suggest
that words taken out of context will probably result in a variety of interpretations and
metaphor theories argue that metaphors are context dependent. The above review has
argued for the importance of the cultural context of metaphor and the concepts that
have evolved within the culture. These concepts are realised through language as al
expressions described as either conventional or novel metaphors. Whether a reader
perceives a metaphorical expression as conventional or novel is most likely a matter
of context and the individual reader. As pointed out above, metaphor theories and
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reading theories consider prior knowledge/background knowledge, cultural
familiarity and language proficiency as elements fundamental to successful
comprehension.
The elements in the model need to be taken into account when considering the
difficulties encountered by L2 readers of metaphor and the strategies they use in
comprehending metaphors.
3.9 Summary
In reviewing theoretical perspectives relevant to the reading comprehension of
metaphors, this chapter has noted concerns shared by contemporary theories of
metaphor and theories of reading. Namely, they both debate the relative roles of
language, context and the reader, with a general acknowledgement that ultimately all
three elements interact in various ways. Drawing primarily on cognitive linguistic
theory such as CMT in relation to metaphor and on psycholinguistic theory in
relation to reading, a framework (Figure 3.1) is proposed that broadly represents the
interaction of these elements. This framework will inform the analysis and
interpretation of the data and the subsequent discussion of the significance of the
study.
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Chapter 4: METHODOLOGY
4.1 Introduction
The previous chapter discussed relevant theories regarding the nature of metaphor
and how metaphor is implicated in L2 reading and understanding for advanced
readers. Drawing on these theories, this study was designed and conducted within a
discipline specific context at a Swedish university.
The purpose of this study is to explore the problems advanced L2 readers experience
when encountering metaphor in their discipline specific texts. The research provides
an account of the successful/unsuccessful understanding experienced by the
advanced L2 readers along with the misunderstanding that could occur and the
reading strategies these readers draw on in their comprehension of metaphor.
This chapter presents and justifies the methodological decisions made in relation to
the design of this study. The starts off by presenting the research aims and research
questions, and then places the study into context. Next, the research approach is
given and then the design of the study is presented. The chapter subsequently
addresses ethical considerations and then presents the pilot studies.
4.2 Research aims and research questions
The main aim of this study was to explore the nature of the problems encountered by
advanced L2 readers in relation to metaphor when engaged in reading their discipline
specific texts. To fulfil this aim, the following research questions were posed:
Research Questions:
1. What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor in
reading academic texts?
2. What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand metaphor?
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To pursue the aim and research questions of this study, the following research
objectives were set out.
Specifically, the main objectives of the first question were:
•

to identify whether advanced L2 readers have problems when encountering
metaphor;

•

to identify the nature of the problems encountered;

•

to find whether there is a difference in the successful understanding of
metaphor between undergraduate and graduate students within the same
discipline;

•

to find whether different types of metaphors cause different comprehension
problems.

In reference to research question 2, the main objectives were:
•

to identify the strategies advanced L2 readers use to understand metaphor;

•

to identify the success rate of these strategies.

4.3 Research context
The number of international incoming and outgoing students in Sweden is increasing
rapidly. Consequently, the number of courses offered in English at both the first and
second cycle is on the increase (see Chapter 1). Accordingly, the amount of course
literature and instruction in English is also increasing. As a result, Swedish
universities have become more attractive and competitive on the international
market.
Most courses conducted in English at Swedish universities primarily use textbooks
and articles published in English. To a greater extent, in disciplines such as Business
Administration, texts books and articles used are generally the same as those used by
native speakers of English in countries such as the United Kingdom and the United
States of America (Shaw & McMillion, 2008). In addition, courses in Business and
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Economics, in the first cycle, tend to be taught in Swedish, however, course material
is in English. This material is also usually targeted towards L1 speakers of English.
The choice to adopt literature used in native English speaking countries is mainly due
to the shortage of equivalent texts in Swedish and also to prepare students for
internationalization in the business sector both domestically and internationally.
Hence, there is a need for high proficiency in English in such contexts.
4.4 Research approach
This study draws on both qualitative and quantitative approaches. Traditionally, the
study of metaphor utilises either a qualitative or a quantitative approach (Cameron &
Low, 1999a). However, crossing traditional paradigm boundaries can lead to a richer
and more productive approach (Cameron & Low, 1999a). It enables this study to
draw on the “strengths and minimize the weaknesses of both in single research
studies” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p.14).
4.4.1 Qualitative and quantitative approaches
The schism between quantitative and qualitative paradigms is usually centred around
whether the research involves statistical measurements or whether it relies primarily
on verbal description (Richards, Ross & Seedhouse, 2012). Data from qualitative
research describes the characteristics of something and can provide details about
human behaviour, emotion, and personality characteristics. Quantitative research, on
the other hand, requires data to be standardised to allow for statistical comparison.
When referring to qualitative research, emphasis is placed “on the qualities of entities
and on processes and meanings that are not experimentally examined or measured”
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p.8). This type of data is particularly advantageous for this
study as it can describe, in breadth and depth, phenomena as they are situated and
embedded in a local context (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The richness of the
data is based on the participants’ own categories of meaning, which allows the
researcher to be responsive to changes that can occur while conducting the study.
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This is usually based on interviews and observations, which allows the researcher to
explore how and why phenomena occur (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
However, qualitative research is limited. The two most obvious weaknesses when
using qualitative methods for this study are matters of subjectiveness and time.
Subjectiveness in qualitative research is seen as being heavily dependent on the skills
of the researcher and results tend to be more easily influenced by the researcher
(Anderson, 2010; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Time refers to the volume of the
data qualitative produced, which makes the analysis and interpretation time
consuming (Anderson, 2010). Moreover, this approach “may have lower credibility
with some” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p.20).
In contrast, quantitative research places emphasis on the “measurement and analysis
of causal relationships between variables, not processes” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000,
p.8). Thus, statistical tests can support statements about the data, and important facts
can be derived from the research data, such as group comparisons, trends and
demographics without being affect by context. This type of research sees the
researcher as an objective observer; that is, the researcher is not a participant nor has
an influence on the study (Anderson, 2010). As pointed out by Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie (2004), quantitative data is generally large scale and often involves the
use of statistical software that provides precise numerical data.
However, quantitative research also comes with its limits. The most relevant to this
study is that this approach decontextualizes human behavior by reporting objectively
in forms of tables and figures from statistical findings and ignores the effects of
differences in individuals. However, quantitative results serve as a starting point to
discuss students’ experience when they encounter metaphorical expressions. Further,
the quantitative evidence from the qualitative data allows this study to see
statistically which reading strategies are used to understand metaphorical
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expressions. While qualitative and quantitative approaches have their strengths and
weaknesses, they can be most effective when in combination with one and another.
4.4.2 Mixed methods approach
A mixed methods study aims to draw from the strengths and minimizes the
weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative paradigms in a single study (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The salient characteristics of this paradigm are borrowed from
both the qualitative and quantitative paradigms; that is, a blend of numerical and
naturalistic observation.
The mixed methods approach is recognised as pragmatic (Denscombe, 2010) with
the core underpinnings being that: “knowledge is based on practical outcomes and
‘what works’; research should test what works through empirical inquiry; there is no
single best ‘scientific’ method that can lead the way to indisputable knowledge;
knowledge is provisional; and traditional dualisms in the field of philosophy and
science are regarded as not helpful” (p.117).
There are several advantages of using a mix methods approach. As Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie (2004) point out, mixed methods approach does not confine the
research to one approach or method and reduces the risk of overlooking information
that might be missed by using one method. Moreover, a mixed method approach
“produces more complete knowledge necessary to inform theory and practice” (p.19)
and for this study, numbers can add precision to words study (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
Essentially, having the potential to generate more substantial and meaningful results
predominantly underpinned the choice of the mixed methods approach chosen for
this study.
In brief, this study draws on both qualitative and quantitative methods. The data
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collected is primarily qualitative inasmuch as it is anchored in authentic,
contextualised experience rather than experimental. In order to draw comparisons
and see possible trends, aspects of the data have been quantified to identify patterns
and significance of the problems encountered by the participants.
4.5 The study
In this section, it will start off by presenting the participants selected for the study.
Two groups of students were selected Group1 were new undergraduates, and Group2
were graduate students, all from the same discipline: Business Administration. Next,
the three texts used in the think-aloud and stimulated recall methods are discussed.
Then the two Phases of the data collection are present, how the data was collected,
followed by how the data was analysed.
4.5.1 Participant selection
There were twenty-four (24) participants involved in the study. All the participants
that were asked to participate in the study were non-native speakers of English. In
order to minimise the diversity that can be found in L2 readers (Urquhart &Weir,
1998), the participants chosen all had Swedish as their L1. A further measure to
minimise the diversity was to ensure that all the participants had the same
educational backgrounds; that is, they had all completed English B (based on the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) during their secondary
high school years within the Swedish education system. Additionally, the
participants were all enrolled in the discipline of Business Administration. The
participants were recruited on a voluntary basis by asking for students to sign up for
the study during one of their discipline lectures.
The participants were divided into two (2) groups of twelve (12). This number was
enough to draw some inferences and not too many for an in-depth study. As the
study was interested in the impact of increased engagement over time with metaphor,
the groups were separated into undergraduate and graduates in order to take into
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account the possible effects of age, increasing proficiency in English and exposure to
discipline specific texts. As a means of minimising any bias, the researcher knew
none of the subjects.
Group 1
The first group consisted of twelve (7 female and 5 male) first year undergraduates
who were newly enrolled in a general Business Administration degree with no
previous business or work experience. They had all gained their university entry by
passing their senior high school studies, which included a B rated by the Common
European Framework of Reference for languages in English language studies that
involved nine (9) years of compulsory English. All the subjects had Swedish
backgrounds, with their L1 being Swedish and had all gone through the Swedish
compulsory education system.
Group 2
The second group consisted of twelve (5 female and 7 male) post-graduate students
enrolled in a Masters degree in Business and Economics. All the subjects had the
same background as Group 1.
4.5.2 Text selection
Since the aim of the study was to explore the difficulties students encounter with
metaphorical expressions when engaged in reading their discipline specific texts and
to shed light on the strategies they use when comprehending metaphor, a variety of
texts were used. Texts of different text types ranging from a textbook chapter,
business article, and popular magazine article were chosen. They were chosen as
they were listed on the discipline’s recommended reading lists.
The texts used were authentic, meaning that they were not written specifically for
language learning purposes and were primarily written for native speakers of
English. Table 4.1 presents the three different text types that were chosen. Text 1 was
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a chapter section taken from a Business Communications course textbook (see
Appendix 6). Text 2 was a section from an article in a business journal (see
Appendix 7). Text 3 was a section of an article from a popular business magazine
(see Appendix 8). The texts varied in length due to the nature of the type of texts
used. For example, typical sections in textbooks are usually brief, whereas business
journal passages are more lengthy compared to popular business magazines, which
are somewhere in between. The level of difficulty also varied. Text 1 was designed
for undergraduate students, Text 2 was suitable for more experienced students and
T3, although not designed for academic studies and targeted at the general business
public, it was probably the most difficult for the L2 students. The word count for the
three (3) texts totalled 823 seeking to avoid cognitive overload on the reader, thus
affecting short memory recall. The number of metaphorical expressions found in
each text is also presented in Table 4.1.
Table 4.1 Text types and number of metaphorical expressions
Name of Publication

Type of

Number of

Number of

Publication

words

Metaphorical
expressions

Business
Communications

Course Textbook

124

11

Dynamics

Business Journal

429

19

Business Week

Popular Business

270

28

Organizational

Magazine

The rationale for choosing a variety of texts reflects the type of texts the students
encounter on a daily basis during their studies. Additionally, it reflects the variety of
metaphors found in authentic reading situations as opposed to creating metaphor
expressions out of context. In this sense, it enables the study to explore what
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problems occur during the reading process when encountering different text types at
university. The chosen texts were viewed by the discipline’s Director of Studies, at
the time, to confirm that they were in fact the type of texts generally recommended to
students during their studies and were in fact suitable for entry level for
undergraduates. These texts were chosen, by the discipline staff, in order to suit the
level of the new undergraduates and also to expose them to the type of texts that they
will encounter during their studies. Once the texts were confirmed, the next task was
to identify the metaphorical expressions within the texts (see Section 4.5.5.1).
4.5.3 Data collection
Since this study is interested in the processes L2 students use when understanding
metaphor and the difficulties that may occur with metaphor in a text, these methods
seem to be the most suitable. Two introspective methods, think-aloud (TA) and
stimulated recall (SR), were employed in this study to encourage participants to
communicate their internal processing. The data collected from these methods allows
researchers to access information that is unobtainable from observational approaches.
Introspective methods provide the researcher with insight into the way a reader
understands information by reflecting on their thoughts after carrying out a task
(Gass & Mackey, 2000; Mackey & Gass, 2005). However, in order to draw on the
strengths of both the TA and SR methods, some variations were applied. These will
be discussed in more detail in the proceeding sections.
4.5.3.1 Phase 1: Reading and identification of difficulties
In order to gain information about the difficulties experienced by L2 students in the
comprehension of metaphor in academic reading, students’ reflections about how
they encountered metaphorical expressions were collected.
The procedure in Phase 1, is where the participants were asked to familiarise
themselves with the three (3) texts by reading through them briefly without reflecting
on them. They were then asked to read the texts again but this time they were to use a
highlighter pen provided to mark any parts of the texts that were found to interrupt
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their flow of reading. The highlighting of problematic areas in the texts was viewed
in this study as a variation of the TA method.
The underlying principle of the TA method is to make visible cognitive processes
through informants verbalising their thoughts while engaged in a task. This technique
is viewed as effective in accessing higher-level thinking processing as well as for
studying individual differences in task performances (Charters, 2003). Traditionally,
the think-aloud method requires the reader to periodically stop during the reading
process and reflect on how the text is understood and processed, and verbalise what
reading strategies are being employed (van Someren, Barnard & Sandberg, 1994).
However, this can be seen as a “demanding task creating a high cognitive load”
(Charter, 2003, p72) and can interfere with the cognitive processing that takes place
while reading. Almasi (2003) argues that this cognitive load could disrupt or slow
down the reading process. Additionally, the cognitive demands for the L2 reader may
be further loaded due to the required level of language when reading in a second
language. As a means to minimise interruptions to the reading process and lessen the
cognitive load, the participants were asked to highlight any parts of the texts that
interfered with their reading during the process or reading. The participants were
asked not to reflect on their decisions, just to highlight parts of the text they found to
hinder their reading.
4.5.3.2 Phase 2: Identifying the problems
In order to gain insights into the problems L2 readers experience when encountering
metaphor in a text, a variation of the stimulated recall (SR) method was employed.
The SR method is a subset of the introspective methods used in second language
research as a common source of data elicitation in verbal reporting (Gass & Mackey,
2005). It is seen as a method where the researcher can explore the reader’s thought
processes or strategies by prompting the reader to recall and report on his or her
thoughts and actions. Traditionally, the method is carried out by providing the
participant with some sort of recall support such as a videotape of him or herself
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while engaged in a task (Gass & Mackey, 2000). In this study, since the research is
primarily focused on reading comprehension, and using a variation of the SR
method, the recall support was the written text with the highlights that resulted from
Phase 1.
The stimulated recall (SR) method comes with its cautions, as there may be issues
with memory, retrieval, timing and instructions (Gass & Mackey, 2000, 2005). The
following recommendations suggested by Gass and Mackey (2005, pp.78-79) have
been noted in this study and how the study dealt with the recommendations are
presented in Table 4.2 below:

Table 4.2 Recommendations in relation to the present study
Recommendations

Present Study

Data should be collected as soon as possible

The reading of the texts and interviews were

after the event that is the focus of the recall.

done

This is to increase the likelihood that the

participants had completed the reading task

data structures being accessed are from

in Phase 1, the semi-structured interviews

short-term memory. Retrieval from long-

were performed in Phase 2.

term

memory

may

result

in

individually.

As

soon

as

the

recall

interference, and as the event becomes more
distant in memory, there is a greater chance
that the participants will say what they think
the researcher wants them to say because the
event is not sharply focused in their
memories.

Stimulus should be as strong as possible to

The stimulus used was provided by each

activate memory structures

participant

through

texts

and

their

experience, which was presented through
highlighting problematic parts in the text in
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Phase 1.

Participants should be minimally trained;

Pilot studies were performed to build

that is, they should be able to carry out the

confidence for the researcher to carry out the

procedure, but should not be cued into any

procedure. The participants used in the study

aspects that are extra or unnecessary

knew that the study was about metaphor

knowledge. This can be achieved through

understanding through the consent form, but

the use of pilots…

no other information on metaphor was given
throughout the procedure.

How much structure is involved in the recall

In Phase 2, semi-structured interviews were

procedure is strongly related to the research

conducted with the stimulated recall. The

question. Generally, if participants are not highlighted items in the texts from Phase 1
led or focused, their recalls will be less

guided

the

questioning,

therefore,

susceptible to researcher interference…

minimized interference from the researcher.

4.5.4 Data collected
As discussed above, the study was conducted in two (2) phases. In Phase 1, the
participants were each given the three (3) texts for an initial reading, and then they
re-read the texts and highlighted any problems they encountered (see Table 4.3). This
variation for the think-aloud enabled the identification of reading difficulties was
collected in Phase 1. The texts were collected and examined to determine which
highlights involved the use of metaphor.
Table 4.3 Phase 1: Initial reading and observations
1st reading
Phase 1
2nd reading and highlighting
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Phase 2 identified the problems caused by metaphor and identified the strategies
The semi-structured interviews based on the SR method were conducted immediately
after the completion of Phase 1. The texts that resulted from Phase 1 were used as the
recall stimulus, and individual interviews were conducted. The interviews were
structured in three (3) parts. Part 1 was to discuss the self-identified problems
highlighted in the text. Part 2 was to see if the metaphorical expressions previously
identified in the texts were in fact understood or not by the participants. Part 3 was to
pinpoint the strategies used in the successful understanding of the metaphorical
expressions (see Table 4.4).
Table 4.4 Phase 2: Identifying the problem

Phase 2

Part 1

Self identified problems

Part 2

Probing unidentified problems

Part 3

Processing

strategies

used

in

understanding

metaphor

Part 1: Self-identified problems
In this part of the interview, the researcher methodically addressed each highlighted
part of the texts. The researcher probed the participants in order to identify the nature
of the problem/s marked, for example, word recognition, unable to understand the
meaning and so on. In particular, this part of the interview provided insights as to
whether the self-identified problem/s were, in fact, related to metaphor.
Examples of the questions asked were:
How did this cause a problem?
Was it confusing? (If so) What made it confusing?
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Do you recognise this as a metaphor? (pointing at a metaphorical expression in the
text)
Part 2: Misunderstandings
In this part of the interview, the participants had the opportunity to discuss those
metaphorical expressions in the text that were not previously identified as a problem
by the participant. From here, further probing identified:
those metaphors that were, in fact, not fully understood or misunderstood
those metaphors that were understood
Examples of the questions asked were:
Do you understand what this means? (pointing at the metaphorical expression in the
text)
Can you explain it to me?
Did you know this was a metaphor?
Do you understand this metaphor in its context?
Part 3: Understanding the metaphors
With regards to those metaphors, which were fully understood, the participants were
asked to pinpoint the strategies used in comprehending the metaphors; for example,
drawing on prior knowledge, translating, guessing, similar to the native language and
so forth.
Examples of the questions asked were:
How did you comprehend this piece of the text?
Did you recognise that this was a metaphor? (Pointing at a metaphor in the text)
4.5.5 Data analysis
Prior to the analysis for the collected data, it was vital to analyse the texts for
metaphorical expressions, with a further analysis for conventionality, categories and
types.
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4.5.5.1 Metaphor identification
In order to generate data for the study, the initial analysis was performed on the three
(3) texts for possible metaphorical expressions and their conventionality, metaphor
categories and types. This analysis drew on the researcher’s knowledge as a native
speaker of English, knowledge of metaphor informed by the CMT, and the
Macmillan Dictionary Online.
As discussed in Chapter 3, metaphors in this study are being explored on a linguistic
level, considering metaphor as

“[t]he bringing together of two very different

concepts in a linguistic expression that encourages some meaningful transfer of sense
in interpretation” (Cameron & Low, 1999a, p.77). This definition sees metaphor as a
phenomenon or a concept. However, in order to explore how students understand
metaphor in a text, the realisations of the concepts are the primary focus; that is, the
metaphorical expressions found in a text. Conversely, due to the fuzzy nature of
metaphor, identifying metaphorical expressions is not unproblematic (e.g. Cameron,
2003; Cameron & Low, 1999a, 1999b; Charteris- Black, 2004; Deignan, 1999, 2008;
Koller, 2008; Pragglejaz Group, 2007; Steen, 2002). As many researchers of
metaphor have pointed out, there is no standard way of identifying metaphor,
although in recent years, work has been done towards establishing a reliable method
for identification for underlying metaphor (see Steen, 2002). Other more recent
works by the Pragglejaz Group (2007) and Cameron, Maslen, Todd, Maule, Stratton,
& Stanley (2009) have established procedures for identifying linguistic metaphors
that are particularly useful for analysing large corpora; however, these too are not
without their complexities. As Steen (1999) points out, the fuzzy nature of metaphor
can cause difficulties in identifying and finding meaning of metaphors in discourse.
The Pragglejaz Group (2007) present a rigorous procedure called the Metaphor
Identification Procedure (MIP) for identifying linguistic metaphors. Their procedure
assumes that words used metaphorically in discourse disrupt the semantic coherence
by introducing an unfamiliar source domain. The MIP compares contextual meanings
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of each lexical item in a text against their basic meaning. If the meanings belong to
different domains but can be understood by some form of comparison, then it is
considered metaphoric. Part of the procedure entails identifying each lexical item in
the discourse and establishing their meaning in context. Despite this procedure being
considered more reliable than relying solely on guesswork, it presents discrepancies
when faced with contextual ambiguities or technical terms (Krennmayr, 2008).
Using a variation of the MIP, Cameron et al. (2009) in spoken discourse choose to
identify the vehicle terms in the discourse rather than individual words. For example,
Juliet is the sun, the sun being the vehicle and Juliet being the topic. However, this
procedure also has its problems; for example, it is difficult to know where the vehicle
term starts and ends as well as what to include and exclude if considering
conventional language such as phrasal verbs (Cameron et al., 2009).
Further, Dictionaries can also play a role in identifying whether or not a lexical item
is metaphoric (Steen, 2007; Pragglejaz Group, 2007; Cameron, 2009). However,
further problems arise in terms of the analysts’ different linguistic backgrounds.
Steen (2007) points out that it is possible that analysts have different backgrounds in
linguistic knowledge and orientation, and therefore suggests that it may be
“convenient to adopt a dictionary as a concrete norm of reference” (p.97). However,
as with all attempts to find a standard means of identifying metaphor, these
procedures also come with criticism. Deignan (2005), points out that due to the space
constraints of dictionaries, the target audience (for example, technical or learner), the
origin of the dictionary (British or American), and so forth, there may be an
influence on how meanings are described – and in particular, novel metaphors.
Conversely, Steen, Dorst, Herrmann, Kaal, Krennmayr, and Pasma (2010) argue that
dictionaries are a legitimate tool in identifying metaphor. Despite efforts to move
away from guesswork or intuition based decisions and find a standard means for
identification, all the above procedures still require some level of intuition when
making decisions on metaphoricity.
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This study is draws on the researcher’s knowledge as a native speaker of English,
knowledge of metaphor, readings and beliefs to decide which words, phrases and
expressions were metaphoric or not. Two other informed researchers within the field
of metaphor, who were also native speakers of English, analysed the three texts for
metaphor expressions. A checklist, which was informed by the CMT, was developed
to guide their identification. Although each researcher had their own way of
identifying the expressions, very few discrepancies occurred. In the case of
discrepancies, the three researchers discussed the metaphorical expressions, and if
there were still indecisions, they were not treated as metaphorical expressions in the
study. For this study, the researcher’s knowledge was based on the “phenomenon
whereby we talk and, potentially, think about something in terms of something else”
(Semino, 2008, p.1).
However, as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) point out, metaphor is pervasive in everyday
life and language and often go unnoticed. As discussed in Section 3.4, most
metaphors are conventional for native speakers but they can be stumbling blocks for
non-native speakers. In order to analyse the data more closely, the metaphorical
expressions identified were classified as conventional or novel (see example in Table
4.5). The metaphorical expressions were then categorised into their corresponding
conceptual metaphor; however, deciding on a conceptual metaphor is not always
clear-cut. For example, the conceptual metaphors in Table 4.5, T1.1 and T1.5 could
well be linked to either EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS or EMPLOYEES ARE
OBJECTS. T1.8 could also be linked either IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT or IDEAS
ARE OBJECTS. Therefore the context in which the metaphor is used was taken into
consideration when making the decision as to which metaphor to categorise the
expressions.
The metaphorical expressions were then sorted into Lakoff and Johnson’s
classification of the types of metaphors: Ontological, Orientational and Structural.
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These categories and concepts are drawn from Lakoff and Johnson’s work as well as
compiled by the researcher (see Table 4.5). Table 4.5 shows the metaphorical
expressions as either conventional or novel by placing a C or N after the expression.
For ease of visibility, the N cases are presented in bold text. Following Semino
(2008), the metaphorical expressions were regarded as conventional “when the
relevant metaphorical meaning has been lexicalized, so that it is normally included in
dictionaries alongside nonmetaphorical (basic) meanings” (p.19). Therefore, the
Macmillan Dictionary Online was consulted for conventionalisation of words. The
Macmillan Dictionary Online was chosen as it uses lexicographers in Britain and
United States. Also, it had a corpus of real spoken and written English, is regularly
updated and was easily accessed online.
Table 4.5 Text 1 Metaphorical expressions, their conventionality and conceptual
categories
This text is about the employable characteristics of a person.
Text 1

Metaphorical expressions

Conceptual Metaphors

Structural Metaphors
T1.1

Bend without breaking – are you flexible

EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS

enough? N
T1.2

BUSINESS IS LAW
As a rule C

T1.3

EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS
Flexible people are able to stay loose N

T1.4

SEEING IS KNOWING
Losing sight of the overall goal C

T1.5

EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS

Flexible people C

T1.6

IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
Drop one line of thought N

T1.7

IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT

Or an unworkable approach C

T1.8

IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
And take up another (thought) C
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T1.9

PEOPLE ARE MECHANICAL
Ability to shift gears C

T1.10

IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
Discard one frame of reference for another C

T1.11

IDEAS ARE MAGIC
Flexibility is having tricks in your bag C

4.5.5.2 Analysis of quantitative data
Basic descriptive statistical analysis, such as calculation of the mean and standard
deviation, and correlation analysis, was conducted on all numerical data. The
analysis from Phase 1 (reading and highlighting) was conducted in order to capture
the general trends and patterns in each of the two groups. To aid the analysis of the
data for Research Question 1 (i.e. identifying the problems experienced in
comprehending metaphor) the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) and
Excel for Mac software were used. A regression analysis R-values was used, which
enabled the researcher to model the relationship between variables in Research
Question 2 (i.e. strategies used when attempting to comprehend metaphor)
The following two sets of data were analysed primarily to answer the two research
questions:
a) The total number of tokens for successful and unsuccessful comprehension of
metaphor of the two groups when reading the three texts were analysed to
find general answers to Question 1: What problems do L2 university students
experience with metaphor in reading academic texts?
b) The number of different strategies employed by all the participants when
encountering metaphor were analysed to identify trends in both groups in
order to answer Question 2: What strategies do L2 university readers draw on
to understand metaphor?
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4.5.5.3 Analysis of qualitative data
Qualitative analyses were conducted based on the responses during Phase 2 in order
to provide detailed answers to the two research questions. More specifically, the
focus was on the analysis of the exact nature of the problem when encountering
metaphor and the strategies used to reason about choices when understanding
metaphor – both successfully and unsuccessfully. The qualitative data were analysed
for two main purposes:
a. Readers’ responses to the task of identifying their problematic areas in the
text and finding out if in fact they were associated with metaphor.
b. Readers’ responses to the Phase 2 questions as to what strategies were
employed when encountering metaphor in the text.
4.6 Ethical considerations
Ethical issues were addressed in several ways. Firstly, the study had the approval of
the University of Wollongong/Illawarra Area Health Service and Human Research
Ethic Committee prior to the commencement of the data collection. Secondly, the
researcher obtained signed permission from the Swedish university to carry out the
data collection. Thirdly, a pre-phase prior to the commencement of the data
collection phases, all the participants were given a consent form and an information
form to sign. The consent form outlined the objectives and procedures of the study,
the benefits of the study and the participant’s rights to participate voluntarily and to
withdraw at any time. Channels for the participant to make enquiries or file
complaints were also provided. The information form was also given to all the
participants to serve two purposes. The first was to ensure that the participants
understood what the study entailed, their role in the study, and affirmation that all the
data from the study would be confidentially dealt with. The second purpose was to
provide the subjects with enough information about metaphor without being
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influential. Both the consent form and information form were provided both in
English and Swedish (see Appendices 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5).
4.7 Pilot studies
A pilot study is a small scale preliminary study conducted in an attempt to improve
on the study design prior to the performance of the full-scale research project
(Mackey & Gass, 2012). As stated, one of the limitations of mixed methods research
is that the researcher needs to understand multiple methods. Therefore, in order to be
acquainted with the semi-structured interviews and the process of stimulated recall,
as well as become familiar with the type of data that will be generated and its
analysis, pilot studies were conducted.
The first pilot study, conducted in Australia with one Korean student, aimed to
familiarize the researcher with the data collection procedure and to test the suitability
of the semi-structured interview questions outlined in Section 4.5.4. The run-through
of the data collection procedure was of great value to the researcher for several
reasons. First, it confirmed that, in order to minimize the effects of researcher bias,
no leading questions were to be asked. Second, it also raised the issue of the length
of the text used in the reading task and that the text choice needed reviewing. The
conclusions drawn from this pilot confirmed the importance of the researcher being
familiar and confident with the method and showed that further consideration needed
to be taken with regards to the text and length.
The second pilot was conducted in Sweden where the main study was to take place.
The aim of the pilot was to trial three new texts that represented the variety of the
texts used in Business Administration studies at university and to extend to a small
group. The participants for the study were students and the texts used were taken
from their course literature list. The results from the pilot proved informative and
answered the concerns over the length of the texts and text type. Furthermore, the
process of the data collection with the small group gave the researcher more
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confidence as well as insights into the individual differences in the reading process
(Koda, 2005). Evidence of a trend in the reading processing strategies, both
successfully and unsuccessfully, used when encountering metaphorical expressions
in a text and the type of responses started to develop.
From the responses, the researcher was able to develop a list of strategies, which
were then referred to during the semi-structured interviews for each participant in the
main study. The list also made it possible to make decisions as to what would be
classified as prior knowledge. For example, if the participant was asked how he/she
knew what the metaphorical expression meant, responses such as “I don’t know, I
just know”, “ I’ve seen it before”, “it’s in our course” or “I’ve read it somewhere,”
indicated that this was background/prior knowledge that the reader had bought to the
text. However, it was also noted that more than one strategy was used on occasions.
For example, comments such as “in Swedish it means… then I just guessed that it
was the same” indicated that there were two strategies involved, in this case,
translation and guessing (see Table 4.6: Bend without Breaking – Are you flexible
enough for more than one strategy used and As a Rule for one strategy used).
Based on the pilot results, an early inventory of the processing strategies used by the
participants in this pilot study was drawn up and used as an aid in the data collection
of the main study (see Table 4.6). The purpose of listing, despite not seen as absolute
at the time, was to assist the researcher with note taking during the interview process
and to minimize disruptions while interviewing (Mackey & Gass, 2012). This list
was made up of the strategies the participants used when understanding the
metaphorical expressions successfully and unsuccessfully. Successful refers to a
metaphorical expression being understood by a participant and unsuccessful refers to
a participant not understanding a metaphorical expression successfully.
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Table 4.6 Group1 Participant A: Processing strategies used both successfully
and unsuccessfully in understanding metaphor in a text.
Text 1 Metaphorical

Prior

False

New

Misun

Litera

Transl

Context

expressions

Know.

Friend

Word

dersta

l

.

Decode

Guess

Other

nding
Bend without Breaking

X

– Are you flexible

X

enough?
As a rule

X
Able to stay loose

Losing sight of the
overall goal
Flexible people

Drop a line of thought

Or an unworkable
approach
And take up another

People have the ability
to shift gears
Frame of reference

Flexibility is having
trick in your bag

The reading strategies were drawn from the literature presented in Chapter 3. In
brief, Prior Knowledge is all existing knowledge the reader brings to the text, a False
Friend refers to the same word used in two different languages but has two different
meanings, New Word is unfamiliar vocabulary, Misunderstanding is when the
participant believes that they have understood a metaphorical expression correctly
but, in fact, has misunderstood the expression. Literal refers to when a participant
has taken the literal meaning of an expression rather than the metaphoric meaning,
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Translated refers to when a participant draws on translation to understand word
meanings, Context Decode is when a participant uses the surrounding text to help
understand a metaphorical expression, Guess refers to a participant guessing what a
metaphorical expression means, and Other is for anything that has not be previously
discussed in Chapter 3 that may arise.
For the main study, a list was printed and labeled accordingly for each participant in
each group to use as a prompt during the interview. This list also proved to be a good
time saving technique. Another more practical result from the pilot showed that the
data collection procedure was far more time consuming than previously anticipated.
Initially, 30 minutes in total was planned for each individual. However, the
individual reader differences showed that the procedure could take anything from
45mins to 2 hours; therefore, scheduling had to be adjusted and flexibility was
needed.
4.8 Summary
This chapter has provided the rationale for the methodological approaches chosen for
a research framed by Cognitive Linguistic (CMT) view of metaphor and
Psycholinguistic (Interactive) view of L2 reading. A variation of the think-aloud and
stimulated recall methods were employed. Three (3) texts were given to a total of 24
L2 university students who were asked to read the texts and highlight any parts of the
text they found to impede their reading. The study took a pragmatic mixed methods
approach by analysing the data both quantitatively and qualitatively. Ethical
considerations associated with the research have been presented, and also, the
contribution made by the pilot studies was discussed in terms of streamlining and
validating the procedures.
The next chapter, Chapter 5, presents the results from the quantitative and qualitative
analyses respectively. Special attention is given to the separation of successful
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understandings, unsuccessful understandings and misunderstandings of the
metaphorical expressions.
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Chapter 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
5.1 Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to present the data and analysis resulting from the mixed
methods employed in this study.
This chapter presents the analysis and discussion of the findings in the data. In order
to organise the data in this study, the results are presented in the following
categories: Successful Instances, Self-Identified Problems, Misunderstandings, and
then Strategies used by the participants in order to understanding the metaphorical
expressions.
5.2 General aspects of the data collection and data analysis
As stated in Chapter 1, the present study examines the problems EFL learners
experience with metaphorical expressions while reading academic texts. The
qualitative and quantitative analyses aimed to answer the following research
questions:
1. What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor in reading
academic texts?
2. What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand metaphor?
The findings presented are the results of the analysis of data collected in the study
using a variation of the think-aloud protocol and stimulated recall methods. Twentyfour (24) participants were given three (3) text types to read, in which fifty-eight (58)
metaphorical expressions in total were identified prior to the readings. In addition,
these metaphorical expressions were placed under their corresponding metaphor
concepts and further categorized under the three different types of metaphors
discussed in Section 3.3.2. During the reading process, the participants were asked to
highlight anything in the texts that were deemed problematic. After each participant
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read the texts, they then participated in a semi-structured interview. The texts and
interviews were used to reveal whether or not the metaphorical expressions caused
problems for the participants, whether or not the metaphorical expressions were
understood successfully, whether there were any misunderstandings and what
strategies the participants used successfully and unsuccessfully when encountering
metaphorical expressions.
After the data were collected, the texts and interviews were separated into two
groups: undergraduates (Group1) and graduates (Group2). The seventy-two (72)
metaphorical expressions, in total, in three (3) text samples, were analysed to see if
the self identified problems were in fact related to metaphor. The three (3) texts were
also analysed to see which metaphorical expressions in the texts were not identified
as problematic. This was done through calculating how may highlighted sections
were marked in the texts. An analysis was conducted to evaluate the data collected
from the interviews and texts used in the think-aloud (TA).
This study is primarily qualitative in nature; however, quantitative data to support the
statistical results from qualitative data is presented (see Figure 5.1). Each text type is
presented separately with first the quantitative results followed by the qualitative
results. The chapter will first present the results for the Successful Instances, where
the participants have not highlighted the metaphorical expressions in the texts as
being problematic. During the interviews, it is then confirmed whether or not the
participants did indeed understand the metaphorical expression/s successfully. Next,
the instances the participants highlighted in the texts that they identified as
problematic are presented. The Self-Identified problems are those that are related to
the metaphorical expressions. Then, the Misunderstandings experienced by the
participants are presented. These instances refer to the metaphorical expressions that
were later picked up as misunderstandings even though the participant/s had not
identified the instance/s previously as problematic. Lastly, the results of the strategies
the participants used successfully and unsuccessfully when understanding the
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metaphorical expressions are presented. Figure 5.1 represents an outline of the
structure of the chapter presented above and how the data is presented.

Figure 5.1 Presentation of the data results
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To end each section, a Summary of the main findings is presented. The chapter will
then proceed with a discussion of the findings, summing up with a conclusion.
5.3 Text 1
Text 1 was a course book excerpt from the undergraduate course literature list. In
relation to the volume of the text, 124 words, 8.9 % was considered metaphoric.
Eleven (11) possible metaphorical expressions were identified in the text (see Table
5.1). The table presents the number of metaphorical expressions found in the text and
the corresponding metaphorical expressions. It shows the metaphor category and the
potential metaphor concept. The metaphorical expressions types have also been
presented labelled C (Conventional) and N (Novel) with the Novel expressions
highlighted. In this text, three (3) novel metaphorical expressions were identified,
with all the metaphors being identified as structural.
Table 5.1 Text 1: Metaphorical expressions
This text is about the employable characteristics of a person.

Text 1

Metaphorical expressions

Conceptual Metaphors

Structural Metaphors
T1.1
T1.2
T1.3
T1.4
T1.5
T1.6
T1.7
T1.8
T1.9

EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS
Bend without breaking – are you flexible enough? N
BUSINESS IS LAW
As a rule C
EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS
Flexible people are able to stay loose N
SEEING IS KNOWING
Losing sight of the overall goal C
EMPLOYEES ARE ACROBATS
Flexible people C
IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
Drop one line of thought N
IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
Or an unworkable approach C
IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
And take up another (thought) C
PEOPLE ARE MECHANICAL
Ability to shift gears C
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T1.10

IDEAS ARE MOVEMENT
Discard one frame of reference for another C
IDEAS ARE MAGIC

T1.11
Flexibility is having tricks in your bag C

5.3.1 Successful instances
A statistical analysis was used to calculate the success rate of comprehension for
both Groups 1 and 2 (see Table 5. 2) when encountering the eleven (11) metaphorical
expressions in Text 1. There were twelve (12) participants in each group. Group1 had
a success rate average of 8.5 and Group2 had 9.0. The standard deviation for Group1
was 2.6 and with Group2 being 2.7 (N= number of metaphorical expressions found
in Text 1).
Table 5.2 Text 1: Means and Standard Deviations for successful instances for
Group1 and Group2
Participants

N

Mean

SD

12 in Group1

11

8.55

2.62

12 in Group2

11

9.00

2.72

Despite the differences between the two Groups being relatively small and the
success rate relatively high in this text, none of the participants in Group1 were
successful in understanding all of the metaphorical expressions. There were only two
(2) occasions where all the Group2 participants understood the metaphorical
expressions successfully. The eleven (11) metaphorical expressions and the instances
of success for both Group1 and Group2 are presented below in Figure 5.2. The figure
presents the eleven (11) metaphorical expressions found in Text1 and the number of
successful instances experienced by Group1 and Group2.
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Figure 5.2 Text 1: Successful instances for Group1 and Group2

It was expected that Group2 would be considerably more successful with the
metaphorical expressions in this text than Group1 as they have encountered similar
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texts in their undergraduate studies. However, there were only two (2) instances
where all the Group2 participants were successful in understanding the metaphorical
expressions: T1.5 flexible people and T1.2 as a rule. When delving deeper to find out
how the participants in Group2 were able to understand the two (2) metaphorical
expressions, most said that they had previously encountered the expressions in their
course books during their studies, others said “I don’t know… I just know it”.
Group1, who lacked experience with the text type, also had a high success rate for
the same two (2) metaphorical expressions with a rate of 83.3% for T1.5 and 91.6%
for T1.2. Further, there were three (3) instances where Group1 were considerably
more successful than Group2: T1.7 an unworkable approach, T1.8 take up another
(thought) and T1.9 ability to shift gears. T1.7 and T1.8 showed that 83% of the
participants in Group1 were successful in understanding the metaphorical
expressions, whereas Group2 were less successful with 75%. The most noticeable
difference in success was with T1.9 where 75% of the participants in Group1
understood the metaphorical expression successfully and only 50% of the
participants in Group2 understood the metaphorical expression T1.9 successfully.
These anomalies go against what was expected and will be discussed later.
Both Group1 and Group2 had little difficulty with T1.4 losing sight of the overall
goal. 92% of the participants in each Group were successful in understanding the
metaphorical expression. During the interviews, most of the participants in the
Groups said that they were familiar with the expression and had little difficulty in
explaining that it meant. When asked how they knew it, some said that they “just
know it” and others said that the expression was self-explanatory and did not make
sense if taken literally. This indicates that the readers employed the use of top-down
reading strategies to understand the whole expression.
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The nature of the problems and misunderstanding that were encountered by the
participants with Text1 are presented in Section 5.3.2 Self-Identified Problems and
Section 5.3.3 Misunderstandings.
5.3.2 Self-identified problems
The participants were asked to highlight anything in the text that caused them
problems. The overall percentage of those instances that were related to metaphor
that Group1 and Group2 highlighted in Text 1 is presented in Table 5.3. The results
show that of the thirty-three (33) instances highlighted in the text by Group1, 61%
were related to metaphor and of the eighteen highlighted instances highlighted by
Group2, 89% were also related to metaphor.
Table 5.3 Highlighted instances related to metaphorical expressions in Text 1
Group

Text

Highlighted

Highlighted Instances Related to

#

#

Instances No.

Metaphor %

1

1

33

61

2

1

18

89

The metaphorical expressions that were identified by the participants as problematic
are presented in Table 5.4. The table presents the Text 1 metaphorical expressions
and the number of participants (%) in Group1 and Group2 that identified parts of the
text that were related to the metaphorical expressions as problematic.
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Table 5.4 Percentage of self-identified instances related to metaphorical
expressions in Text 1 for Group1 and Group2
# Metaphorical Expression

Group1

Group2

%

%

T1.1 Bend without breaking – are you flexible enough

8.3

-

T1.2 As a rule

-

-

T1.3 Flexible people are able to stay loose

16.6

-

T1.4 Losing sight of the overall goal

-

8.3

T1.5 Flexible people

8.3

-

T1.6 Drop one line of thought

8.3

8.3

T1.7 Or an unworkable approach

16.6

16.6

T1.8 And take up another (thought)

-

16.6

T1.9 Ability to shift gears

16.6

16.6

T1.10 Discard one frame of reference for another

50.0

58.3

T1.11 Flexibility is having tricks in your bag

8.3

8.3

The most problematic section in the text for both Group1 and Group2 was related to
T1.10 discard one frame of reference for another. As seen in Figure 5.2, only 16% of
the participants in Group1 and 21% of the participants in Group2 understood T1.10
successfully. More than 50% of those who were not successful in understanding the
metaphorical expression had self-identified (highlighted) the text as problematic.
Most of the participants in the Groups highlighted the word discard. During the
semi-structured interviews, the participants said that this word was unfamiliar to
them. When probing to see if the problem stemmed from discard and if they knew
what frame of reference meant, most of the participants said that after they
highlighted discard, they had skipped over frame of reference. When asked if they
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knew what frame of reference meant, some participants translated the metaphorical
expression (referensram) and were then were able to explain what the metaphorical
expression meant. Despite frame of reference being directly translated to
referensram, not all the participants were able to explain the meaning. These
participants were confused by the use of the word frame, understanding it to refer to
a picture frame. In this case, the Swedish ram can translate to picture frame. This
indicates that these participants comprehended the metaphorical expression literally
rather than metaphorically.
Group1 experienced the next most problematic section in the text. They struggled
with T1.3 flexible people are able to stay loose with 33% of the participants selfidentifying (highlighting) this section of the text, whereas 0% of the participants in
Group2 highlighted this particular section. During the interviews, some of the
Group1 participants pointed to the word loose. They thought there had been a typing
error in the text and that it should have read flexible people are able to stay lose.
Once they understood that there were no spelling errors, they were asked again if
they knew what T1.3 meant. The general response was that they “knew the words but
not here” – pointing to able to stay loose. This suggests that the metaphor may be the
cause of the section of the text being problematic rather than a lack of spelling
knowledge.
The most common reason stated for self-identified problems in the remaining
metaphorical expressions, by both Group1 and Group2 participants, seemed to be
mainly experienced on the meaning level. The participants often stated that they
“know the words but not here” or “I know what these words mean but they don’t
make much sense here”, which seems to indicate that these types of self-identified
problems show a lack of metaphoric awareness or the awareness that metaphorical
expressions are commonly multi-word expressions and are not able to be understood
in isolation.
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5.3.3 Misunderstandings
Although the majority of the problems that Group1 and Group2 encountered with
Text 1 were self-identified, there were still some metaphorical expressions that
caused more misunderstandings than others that were not previously self-identified.
Table 5.5 shows that overall, Group1 experienced more misunderstandings than
Group2 with Text 1 with 16% for Group1 and 14% for Group2.
Table 5.5 Percentage of misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions
in Text 1
Text

Group

Misunderstandings

#

#

%

1

1

16

1

2

14

The metaphorical expressions seen as misunderstandings and the percentage of these
misunderstandings, for Group1 and Group2, are presented in Table 5.6. The results
show that not all the metaphorical expressions caused misunderstandings for the
participants and not all the participants experienced the same misunderstandings.
However, there was one (1) metaphorical expression that caused the most noticeable
misunderstandings for both Group1 and Group2, even though it was not previously
self-identified as problematic: T1.6 flexible people can drop a line of thought.
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Table 5.6 Misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions in Text 1
Group1

Group2

# Metaphorical Expression

%

%

T1.1 Bend without breaking - are you flexible enough

16.6

16.6

T1.2 As a rule

8.3

-

T1.3 Flexible people are able to stay loose

16.6

16.6

T1.4 Losing sight of the overall goal

8.3

-

T1.5 Flexible people

8.3

-

T1.6 Drop one line of thought

41.6

33.3

T1.7 Or an unworkable approach

-

8.3

T1.8 And take up another (thought)

16.6

8.3

T1.9 Ability to shift gears

8.3

33.3

T1.10 Discard one frame of reference for another

33.3

16.6

T1.11 Flexibility is having tricks in your bag

25.0

8.3

T1.6 flexible people can drop a line of thought previously identified as a novel
metaphorical expression, caused the most misunderstandings for Group1 with 41.6%
and Group2 with 33.3%. These particular participants had not previously identified
T1.6 as a problem but during the interviews, it was revealed that they in fact
misunderstood the metaphorical expression. The nature of the misunderstandings
involving T1.6 flexible people can drop a line of thought varied between the two
Groups. The main cause for misunderstandings in Group1 tended to be due to
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literalness and the word drop. Some participants said, “it’s a long phrase ...but I don’t
understand what was dropped”, and others said “Oh…I thought it meant to drop
something… like on the floor”. This suggests that something physical was involved
rather than the abstract notion of ideas. Hence, the participants comprehended drop
in the literal sense, indicating that the participants when reading used bottom-up
processing, whereas if they engaged top-down processes, they may have found the
link between IDEAS and MOVEMENT.
Group2 also encountered misunderstandings with the word drop but for different
reasons. Some of the participants thought that drop meant, “I’ve forgotten what I was
thinking about”. The word drop=tappa in Swedish. This word also has a literal and
metaphoric meaning: tappa literally means to drop something (tappa boken= drop
the book) but it can also mean to be forgetful (tappa tråden = forget what you were
talking about). In English, drop can mean many things depending on the word
combination. It does have the same literal meaning as in Swedish but in the case of
T1.6, it means to forget or discard a particular way of thinking. From this
misunderstanding, it indicates that top-down processing was involved where the
participants were trying to find a link between IDEAS and MOVEMENT; however,
translation seemed to be the source of the misunderstanding.
As discussed previously, T1.10 discard one frame of reference for another also
caused considerable misunderstandings for Group1 with 33.3% but with far fewer
misunderstandings for Group2 with 16.6%. The participants who encountered
misunderstandings when questioned during the interviews said that they had skipped
over the word discard and translated frame of reference. When both Group
participants were asked what T1.10 meant, they tended to translate frame of
reference (in Swedish = referensram), which is a direct translation, and tended to
guess the meaning of discard, however unsuccessfully for both Group1 and Group2.
The source of this misunderstanding points towards language transfer (translating)
and lack of vocabulary knowledge.
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Group2 had noticeably more misunderstandings with T1.9 having the ability to shift
gears, with 33.3% more than Group1 with 8.3%. During the semi-structured
interviews, the participants made literal references to cars: “gears in a car make you
go faster” and misunderstood the metaphorical expression to mean speed up rather
than to change direction. The participants comprehended shift as being associated
with MOVEMENT, but they were not able to comprehend that gears was associated
with MECHANICS and PEOPLE. This misunderstanding indicates that the participants
were able to understand the words individually but not as a phrase.
The other misunderstandings that were experienced by the participants, beyond those
self-identified ones, were mainly due to the participants skipping over the
metaphorical expressions and then when given the opportunity to explain what they
meant during the interviews, the participants tended to admit that they had “no idea”
or guessed unsuccessfully. For example, none of the participants identified T1.2 (as a
rule) as problematic, but with further probing in the interviews, it became apparent
that in fact 8.3% of Group1 did indeed not understand the metaphor.
5.3.4 Strategies
During the Text 1 interviews, four main strategies for understanding the
metaphorical expressions in the text became apparent. These strategies used by
Group1 and Group2 both successfully and unsuccessfully are presented in Table 5.7.
The Table shows the four (4) strategies employed by the participants in both Groups:
Guessing, Prior Knowledge, Context Decoding and Translation and the number of
times these strategies were used when encountering the metaphorical expressions
found in Text1. These strategies came to light during the semi-structured interviews.
For example, when probing deeper to find out how a specific metaphorical
expression was understood by the participants, the researcher asked a question such
as how do you know what this means? Responses such as: “I don’t know, I just know
it” or

“I’ve seen it before” or “I learnt it as school” were considered by the
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researcher as Prior Knowledge. Responses such as: “I worked it out from the text”
were considered as Context Decoding. The strategies Translation and Guessing were
easier to identify since the participants tended to use the words translate and guess in
their responses such as: “I just guessed it” or “it translates directly to”.

Table 5.7 Text 1 Successful and unsuccessful strategies used by Group1 and
Group2 participants
Guessing
Success

Unsucc.

Prior Knowledge

Context Decoding

Success

Success.

Unsucc.

Unsucc.

Translation
Success

Unsucc.

No.

%

No.

%

No.

(%)

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

1

31

19

13

8

46

28

2

1

34

20

4

2

29

17

8

5

2

15

8

12

7

63

36

7

4

23

13

3

2

41

23

13

7

Group

The results showed that Prior Knowledge was the strategy used with the most
success in understanding the metaphorical expressions for both Group1 and Group2
participants in Text 1: Group1 28% and Group2 36%. Group1 tended to use
Guessing, Context Decoding and Translation with relatively equal success 19% (+/2%). On the other hand, Group2 used Translation at 23%, Context Decoding 13%
and Guessing 8% with success.
The four (4) strategies were also involved in the unsuccessful understanding of the
metaphorical expressions. Both Groups used Guessing and Translation with the least
amount of success: Guessing +/- 8% and Translation +/- 6%. Context Decoding was
used unsuccessfully at 2% by both Groups and Group1 used Prior Knowledge at 1%
and Group2 at 4% without success.
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The most noticeable strategy use was Prior Knowledge. It was expected that Group2,
having experienced similar texts in their undergraduate studies, would have brought
this knowledge to their reading experience with Text 1 but Group1 also had a
relatively high success rate when drawing on their Prior Knowledge.
A regression analysis using the General Linear Model (GLM) was performed to
examine the factors that influence success in understanding metaphorical expressions
in Text 1 (textbook example). Guessing, Prior Knowledge, Context Decoding and
Translation and the interactions between pairs of these factors were considered. The
parameter estimates are given in Column 2 of Table 5.8 for each model variable.
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Table 5.8 GLM model for understanding metaphorical expressions by nonnative speakers using Text 1
Variable

Estimate Standard

p-value

Error

Odds
ratio

Intercept

-3.169

0.956

<0.001

Guessing

2.496

0.997

0.012

12.13

Prior knowledge

5.864

1.046

<0.001

352.13

Context decoding

4.868

1.091

<0.001

129.54

Translation

3.836

0.982

<0.001

46.34

Guessing * Prior knowledge

-2.397

1.414

0.090

0.091

Guessing * Context decoding

-2.686

1.198

0.025

0.005

Guessing * Translation

-1.263

1.104

0.252

0.068

Prior knowledge * Context

-2.517

1.419

0.129

0.081

Prior knowledge * Translation

-4.849

1.159

<0.001

0.008

Context decoding * Translation

-3.101

1.212

0.010

0.045

decoding

After accounting for the other terms, the model indicates that for non-native speakers
Prior Knowledge leads to a far larger probability of success (odds ratio = 352.13, p
<0.001) in understanding the metaphorical expressions in the textbook example (Text
1) than any other single factor or interaction of factors. Most interestingly, the
participants also utilized a number of strategies other than Prior Knowledge to
successfully understand the metaphorical expressions in Text 1. The most successful
alternative strategy to Prior Knowledge used to understand the metaphorical
expressions was Context Decoding again with a large probability of success (odds
ratio = 129.54, p <0.001).
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The next most successful alternative strategy for understanding the metaphorical
expressions was Translation again with a relatively large probability of success (odds
ratio = 46.34, p <0.001). The least successful alternative strategy used by the nonnative speakers to understand metaphorical expressions in Text 1 was Guessing with
surprisingly, a reasonably good probability of success (odds ratio = 12.13, p =
0.012).
Interaction terms were used to account for how well a combination of strategies
affected the comprehension of the metaphorical expressions by non-native speakers.
Uniformly, these interaction terms had negative estimate values indicating that a
combination of strategies actually decreased the ability for non-native speakers to
understand the metaphorical expressions in the textbook example (Text 1). This
implies that when non-native speakers use a strategy combination of Prior
Knowledge along with any other single strategy, the success in understanding
metaphorical expressions decreases.
5.3.5 Text 1 summary
Text 1 was an example of a typical textbook piece used in 1st year undergraduate
studies in Business education. There were eleven (11) metaphorical expressions
identified in the text, three (3) were classified as novel T1.1, T1.3 and T1.6.
Structural metaphors appeared more frequently than orientational and ontological
metaphors.
Overall, the majority of the participants in Group1 and Group2 were able to
understand the text without too many self-identified problems or misunderstandings.
However, the metaphorical expression that caused the most misunderstandings was
T1.6 for both Group1 and Group2. The most surprising result was that Group2 was
expected to have fewer issues than Group1 but in some instances, Group2
experienced more problems. These problems, primarily related to the metaphorical
127

expressions, seem to suggest that discipline experience does not necessarily promote
a better chance of understanding the metaphorical expressions.
5.4 Text 2
Text 2 was taken from a scientific business journal used as recommended reading in
the undergraduate course literature list. This means that Group2 have previously
encountered this type of text throughout their studies, whereas it was new for Group1
and would most likely be more difficult for Group1. Nineteen (19) possible
metaphorical expressions were identified in the text (see Table 5.9). The table
presents the number # of metaphorical expressions, the metaphorical expressions
themselves and whether the metaphorical expressions were conventional or novel
(highlighted in purple). This text had the most novel metaphorical expressions of all
three (3) texts, with ten (10) novel metaphorical expressions identified. The potential
associated metaphoric concepts are presented along with the metaphor types. In
relation to the volume of text, 429 words, 4.4 % was considered metaphoric.
Compared to Text 1, the number of metaphorical expressions found in Text 2 is
approximately 50% more. Again, structural metaphors were the most common
metaphor type in this text but ontological and orientational metaphors were also
found.
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Table 5.9 Text 2: Metaphorical expressions
The text is about business and globalisation.
Text 2

Metaphorical expressions

Conceptual Metaphors

Ontological Metaphors
T2.1

Seeing the elephant C

PROBLEMS ARE CONTAINED

T2.19

In the space of a few years C

TIME IS A CONTAINER

T2.13

Global competencies N

COMPETENCIES ARE
UNIVERSALLY CONTAINED

Orientational Metaphors
T2.16

KNOWING IS GOOD/GOOD IS UP

Bring a HR group up to speed C

Structural Metaphors
T2.2

HR (human resources) C

HUMANS ARE RESOURCES

T2.3

Run aground N

A COMPANY IS A SHIP

T2.4

Unseen cultural reefs N

A COMPANY IS A SHIP

T2.5

Lie in wait N

A COMPANY IS A SHIP

T2.6

In the waters of global expansion N

A COMPANY IS A SHIP

T2.7

Mantra to be #1 or #2 (or get sold) C

BUSINESS IS COMPETITON

T2.8

Expand their strategic focus C

BUSINESS IS WAR

T2.9

Strategic shift N

BUSINESS IS WAR

T2.10

Acquisitions catapulted the division N

BUSINESS IS WAR

T2.11

Several missteps C

BUSINESS IS A JOURNEY

T2.12

GE is #1 N

BUSINESS IS COMPETITION

T2.14

Lead to mistakes C

BUSINESS IS A JOURNEY

T2.15

Cost the company money morale and momentum

MISTAKES ARE COSTLY

N
T2.17

Implementation is a stiff challenge N

BUSINESS IS WAR

T2.18

Shift its strategic direction C

BUSINESS IS WAR
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5.4.1 Successful instances
In order to calculate the success rate of comprehension of the metaphorical
expressions found in Text 2, an analysis was performed to see how many
metaphorical expressions were comprehended successfully in both Group1 and
Group2 (see Table 5.10). Table 5.10 shows that Group1 had a success rate average of
6.5 and Group2 had 7.6. The standard deviation for Group1 was 3.6 and with Group2
being 4.11 (N= number of metaphorical expressions found in Text 2).
Table 5.10 Text 2: Means and standard deviations for successful instances for
Group1 and Group2
Participants

N

Mean

SD

12 in Group 1

19

6.53

3.63

12 in Group 2

19

7.63

4.11

The Group averages show that less than half of the metaphors were comprehended,
whereas the Group averages in Text 1 were much higher. A possible explanation for
this result could be the due to the complexity of the text as well as there being a
variety of metaphor concepts.
The nineteen (19) metaphorical expressions and the instances of success for Group1
and Group2 are presented in Figure 5.3.
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T2.19 In the space of a few years
T2.18 Shift its strategic direction
T2.17 Implementation is a stiff
challenge
T2.16 Bring a HR group up to speed
T2.15 Cost the company money,
morale and momentum
T2.14 Lead to mistakes
T2.13 Global competencies
T2.12 GE is #1
T2.11 Several missteps
T2.10 Acquisitions catapulted the
division
T2.9 Strategic Shift
T2.8 Expand their strategic focus
T2.7 Mantra to be #1 or #2 (or get
sold)
T2.6 In the waters of global
expansion
T2.5 Lie in wait
T2.4 Unseen cultural reefs
T2.3 Run aground
T2.2 HR (human resources
T2.1 Seeing the elephant
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Figure 5.3 Text 2: Successful instances for Group1 and Group2
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As can be seen in Figure 5.3, a total of two (2) out of the nineteen (19) metaphorical
expressions were understood by all twelve (12) participants in Group1: T2.8 expand
their strategic focus and T2.9 strategic shift. As expected, during the interviews, it
was revealed that Group2 were more successful in understanding the metaphorical
expressions than Group1, although the result was still relatively low. Only six (6) of
the metaphorical expressions were comprehended successfully by all twelve (12)
participants in Group2: T2.2 human resources; T2.11 several missteps; T2.12 GE is
no. 1; T2.13 global competencies; T2.14 lead to mistakes, and T2.19 in the space of
a few years. None of the successful instances were consistent in both Groups.
Instances where both the Groups’ scores were close to a 100% successful were
minimal. Group1 scored 92% with understanding T2.19 in the space of a few years
successfully and 83% with T2.11 several missteps and T2.14 lead to mistakes.
Group2 scored 92% with T2.18 shift strategic direction and T2.9 strategic shift.
During the semi-structured interviews, the participants were asked how they knew
these metaphorical expressions. Group1 participants tended to say that they “just
know it” or “I think I’ve seen it before” or “maybe I’ve heard it”, indicating that they
were drawing on their previous experience; that is, prior knowledge. Group2 had
similar comments as well as “I read this type of text all the time” and “I studied these
topics in my Bachelor’s”. This also indicates that prior knowledge seems to be
prevalent in understanding metaphorical expressions.
Most of the metaphorical expressions that had the highest instances of successful
understanding, were achieved by both Group1 and Group2, except for one (1)
metaphorical expression: T2.2 HR (Human Resources). T2.2 was found in the title of
Text 2 as well as in the running text; however, Human Resources was used in the
title and HR was used in the running text. Group2 scored 100% successful
understanding, whereas Group1 scored 42%. The difference in successful
understanding between the two Groups with T2.2 was not surprising since this term
is largely related to their area of studies, which Group1 were yet to start.
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The nature of the problems and misunderstanding that were encountered by the
participants are presented in Section 5.4.2 Self-Identified Problems and Section 5.4.3
Misunderstandings.
5.4.2 Self-identified problems
The number of highlights found in Text2 were analysed to see how many of the selfidentified problems were related to metaphor. Table 5.11 presents the total
percentage of these self-identified instances that were related to metaphor in Text 2.
The results showed that of the one hundred and three (103) highlighted instances by
Group1, 60% were related to metaphor. It was expected that since Group2 were more
familiar with the topic and the text type that the number of highlights would be much
less: but 91% of those highlighted instances were related to metaphor. This result
tends to indicate that metaphor was the main cause of self-identified problems for
Group2.
Table 5.11 Highlighted instances related to metaphorical expressions in Text 2
Group

Text

Highlighted

Highlighted Instances Related to

#

#

Instances

Metaphor

No.

%

1

2

103

60

2

2

33

91

A further analysis was performed to see what percentage of the highlighted instances
corresponded to which metaphorical expressions in Text 2 (see Table 5.12).
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Table 5.12 Percentage of self-identified instances related to metaphorical
expressions in Text 2 for Group1 and Group2
Group1

Group2

%

%

T2.1 Seeing the elephant

33.3

33.3

T2.2 HR (human resources)

41.6

8.3

T2.3 Run aground

66.6

33.3

T2.4 Unseen cultural reefs

33.3

50.0

-

25.0

T2.6 In the waters of global expansion

8.3

16.6

T2.7 Mantra to be #1 or #2 (or get sold)

33.3

33.3

T2.8 Expand their strategic focus

-

8.3

T2.9 Strategic Shift

-

8.3

41.6

25.0

-

-

T2.12 GE is #1

16.6

-

T2.13 Global competencies

8.3

-

T2.14 Lead to mistakes

25.0

-

T2.15 Cost the company money, morale and momentum

75.0

50.0

T2.16 Bring a HR group up to speed

8.3

-

T2.17 Implementation is a stiff challenge

16.6

25.0

T2.18 Shift its strategic direction

16.6

-

8.3

-

# Metaphorical Expression

T2.5 Lie in wait

T2.10 Acquisitions catapulted the division
T2.11 Several missteps

T2.19 In the space of a few years
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The most self-identified problem reported by the participants in both Group1 and
Group2 was T2.15 cost the company money, morale and momentum. The results
showed that 75.0% of the participants in Group1 identified T2.15 cost the company
money, morale and momentum as problematic and 50.0% of Group2. During the
interviews to find out the nature of the problem, many of the participants in both
Groups reported that the word momentum was new vocabulary and therefore were
unable to understand the phrase. Probing deeper, some participants in the Groups
said that “momentum doesn’t translate but the others do”, meaning that through their
translation skills, the participants were able to understand the words individually
apart from momentum. When these participants were asked if they understood what
cost the company money and morale meant, they attempted to translate again but
without success. It seems that the source of the problem was more with cost. One
participant said, “I guess it means that the company paid lots of money to have
morale and momentum” and other said “it costs a lot when you swing from one thing
to another thing”. This indicates that cost was taken literally in spite of the
misunderstanding of momentum.
The next most self-identified problem involved four (4) metaphorical expressions in
one sentence: Even the best companies and well intentioned individuals can run
aground (T2.3) on the unseen cultural reefs (T2.4) that lie in wait (T2.5) in the waters
of global expansion (T2.6). This compound metaphor uses the concepts of
COMPANIES and SHIPS. Only

one (1) participant, of all 24 participants, highlighted the

complete sentence indicating that all four (4) metaphorical expressions were
problematic. The other participants who identified parts of the sentence as
problematic mostly highlighted aground, reefs or lie in wait. During the semistructured interviews, Group1 participants said that they were not familiar with the
words aground and reefs, whereas Group2 participants reported that the words look
“weird”. When probing Group2 participants deeper to understand what was meant by
“weird”, some explained that ground, round, and around, were familiar but were
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unsure of why there was “a” in front of the word. Some participants in Group2 also
commented that “reef” confused them because “it looks weird, I don’t know what it
means”.
None of the participants made a connection between the concepts of COMPANIES and
SHIPS

and the perils of cultural misunderstandings. Furthermore, the participants who

highlighted only parts of the texts as being problematic were not able to understand
the whole sentence. This seems to indicate that L2 readers encounter more problems
while reading L1 texts than they themselves realise.
T2.10 acquisitions catapulted the division seemed to cause problems for both Groups
primarily with the words acquisitions and catapult with 41.6% of Group1 selfidentifying problems and 25.0% of Group2. The word acquisitions was identified
mostly by participants in Group1 due to it being a new word for them. Some of these
participants said that the word acquire was familiar but acquisition was new, which
indicated that the participants were more focused on the lexical items rather than the
metaphoric meaning. On the other hand, none of the participants in Group2 identified
acquisition as problematic but did with catapult. These participants pointed out that
acquisitions was known to them through their discipline studies, however, the word
catapult caused them problems. Catapult is the same word in Swedish: Katapult.
Group2 participants said that although they knew the word, it “doesn’t make sense
here”. When probing further, these participants tended to take the word literally
suggesting that something was “thrown” but were not sure how it fitted in with
acquisitions. This response suggests that the participants tended to focus on the
literal meaning rather than metaphoric meaning.
T2.2 Human Resources was found in the title of Text 2 as well as in the running text
as part of T2.16 bring a HR group up to speed. Of Group1 participants, 44.6%
identified Human Resources as problematic in both cases. The main reason for the
problems was due to the HR (Human Resources) acronym being unfamiliar to the
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Group1 participants. This is not surprising since it is a term largely related to their
area of studies, which they were yet to start. In this case, the problem does not seem
to be metaphor related and more related to field specific terminology knowledge.
The next most frequent problem identified by the participants in both Groups was
T2.7 his mantra of be #1 or #2 (or get sold) with 33% of the participants in both
Groups highlighting the word mantra. When probing deeper the participants said that
they were familiar with the word because “it’s the same in Swedish”, meaning that
the word translated directly but they were not able to understand it in the context of
the sentence: For example, when Jack Welch first took over as CEO of General
Electric Co., only about 10 percent of its revenues were derived from international
markets. It was a U.S.A.-centric organization. In addition to his mantra of be #1 or
#2 (or get sold), he also pushed the major divisions to expand their strategic focus
overseas. The participants were asked what mantra meant in Swedish and they said
that it was “something you repeat over and over again to yourself…it’s a religious
thing”. None of these participants understood it to refer to a driving strategy for the
CEO of the company. This indicated that the use of translation lost the association
between BUSINESS and COMPETITION. The use of # was expected to cause problems,
however, during the interviews, all of the participants were familiar with sign and
know what it meant.
T2.1 metaphorical expression Seeing the Elephant: Human Resource Management
Challenges in the Age of Globalization was identified 33.3% by both Groups as
being problematic. The main reason reported in the semi-structured interviews was
that “it looks weird”. When probing further, the participants knew the words
individually but were unable to find the meaning: “what is the elephant”. This is
understandable as T2.1 was the title of the text, with little co-text to help in
understanding the meaning. It is suggested by many that reading the title of a text
helps predict what the content may be, however, in the case of the Text 2 title, is
seemed more problematic than helpful.
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T2.17 implementation is a stiff challenge was identified as problematic for 16.6% in
Group1 and 25.0% in Group2 for the same reason. The participants had all
highlighted implementation. During the semi-structured interviews, the participants
said that it was a “new word” for them. When probing deeper to see if not knowing
what implementation meant had an impact on understanding what stiff challenge
meant, the responses varied. Some participants said that, “it must mean something
very hard”, referring to the word stiff as in solid and the word challenge as hard.
Others said that they knew the meaning of the words but were not able to understand
them when put together, so just skipped over them. It seems that there was a problem
with vocabulary knowledge and the word implementation but the problem extended
further to the metaphorical expression stiff challenge. Since stiff challenge was not
highlighted as a self-identified problem, for this study, it was counted as a
misunderstanding (see Section 5.4.3).
The participants’ comments regarding the other the self-identified problems in the
text, not discussed in detail in this section, were all due to the participants knowing
the basic meaning of the words but when strung together they caused confusion,
hence the highlighted sections. From the comments during the semi-structured
interviews, conclusions can be drawn that the problems were related to metaphor
rather than vocabulary. For example: “I know the words but not here” or “I know
these words but not like this”.
5.4.3 Misunderstandings
The majority of the problems that the participants encountered with Text 2 were due
to misunderstandings beyond the self-identified problems (see Table 5.13). An
unexpected outcome showed that both Group1 and Group2 had close to the same
number of misunderstandings as each other: Group1 24% and Group2 23%.
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Table 5.13 Percentage of misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions
in Text 2
Text

Group

Misunderstandings

#

#

%

2

1

24

2

2

23

When examining the metaphorical expressions for the individual percentage of
misunderstandings, results showed that the participants in both Groups seemed to
have experienced similar misunderstandings in many instances (see Table 5.14).
Table 5.14 shows the comparable differences between Group1 and Group2 and the
percentage of misunderstandings picked up during the semi-structured interviews in
each Group.
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Table 5.14 Misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions in Text 2
# Metaphorical Expression

T2.1 Seeing the elephant
T2.2 HR (human resources)
T2.3 Run aground
T2.4 Unseen cultural reefs
T2.5 Lie in wait
T2.6 In the waters of global expansion
T2.7 Mantra to be #1 or #2 (or get sold)
T2.8 Expand their strategic focus
T2.9 Strategic Shift
T2.10 Acquisitions catapulted the division
T2.11 Several missteps
T2.12 GE is #1
T2.13 Global competencies
T2.14 Lead to mistakes
T2.15 Cost the company money, morale and momentum
T2.16 Bring a HR group up to speed
T2.17 Implementation is a stiff challenge
T2.18 Shift its strategic direction
T2.19 In the space of a few years
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Group1

Group2

%

%

33.3

83.3

16.6

0.0

8.3

50.0

50.0

50.0

50.0

50.0

58.3

50.0

16.6

16.6

0.0

8.3

0.0

0.0

25.0

25.0

16.6

0.0

8.3

0.0

8.3

25.0

8.3

0.0

25.0

0.0

16.6

25.0

75.0

50.0

25.0

16.6

8.3

0.0

It was expected that Group2 would experience fewer misunderstandings than Group1
as Text 2 type was typical of their discipline, however, the results in Table 5.14 show
that there are four (4) instances where Group2 had more misunderstandings than
Group1 with two (2) that are highly noticeable: T2.1 seeing the elephant and T2.3
run aground.
Of the problems that Group2 encountered with T2.1 seeing the elephant, 83.3% was
due to misunderstandings. When seeking to find out the cause for the
misunderstandings, the participants reported that they tended to skip over the title
during their reading. When probing deeper and giving the participants the
opportunity to explain the meaning, there were misunderstandings due to the
participants guessing. Most guesses were “something big” but the participants were
unsure what “something big” was referring to. The actual intention of T2.1, the title
of Text 2: Seeing the Elephant: Human Resource Management Challenges in the Age
of Globalization, was missed by the participants and the intended meaning that
cultural and global understanding was vital for the company was also missed by the
participants. Through this misunderstanding, it seems likely that other metaphors
referring to cultural and global understanding in the text will also cause problems or
misunderstandings for the readers.
Hence, T2.3 run aground. This metaphorical expression caused noticeable
misunderstandings for Group2: 50%. During the semi-structured interviews, it
seemed that Group2 participants had mistaken aground for around. Along with this
misunderstanding, it appeared that the participants misunderstood the whole section
in the text, which included T2.4, T2.5 and T2.6. Group1 on the other hand had minor
misunderstandings 8.3% with T2.3 as they had noticed the difference in spelling of
aground and around and had self-identified aground as a problem. This would
indicate that during the reading process, when encountering unfamiliar texts, Group1
engaged in closer reading than Group2. Whether it was a self-identified problem or a
misunderstanding, this metaphorical expression was particularly problematic for both
Groups.
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The same section of the text caused further problems for both Groups. An interesting
result showed that both Group1 and Group2 tended to experience the same
misunderstandings for similar reasons. For example, in the text section: Even the best
companies and well intentioned individuals can run aground (T2.3) on the unseen
cultural reefs (T2.4) that lie in wait (T2.5) in the waters of global expansion (T2.6).
Around 50% in both Groups encountered misunderstandings with T2.4 due to
misunderstanding reefs for riffs and T2. 5 taking the literal meaning of lie as in
“telling lies” as well as literal meaning of water in T2.6. These misunderstandings,
not self-identified problems, resulted in the section of the text, including T2.3 run
aground being misunderstood by more than 50% of the participants in both Groups.
Other instances where the literal sense caused misunderstandings for the participants
in both Groups were T2.16 Bring a HR group up to speed and T2.15 Cost the
company

money,

morale

and

momentum.

Participants

encountered

misunderstandings when they understood T2.16 as “making something go faster”
rather than up to date. Despite T2.15 being primarily self-identified by the
participants

as

problematic,

some

participants

in

Group1

encountered

misunderstandings by guessing that it literally meant that the company was
“swinging from one direction to another”.
Other misunderstandings that occurred seemed to be related to the participants either
skipping over parts of the texts: “oh…I didn’t see that, what does it mean?” or
guessing with or without success.
Although Text 2 type was more familiar to Group2 participants, this Group
encountered similar misunderstandings to Group1. Most of the misunderstandings
encountered by the participants in both Group1 and Group2 were related to metaphor
and the metaphorical expressions. Even when vocabulary knowledge or the lack of
was involved, the choice of vocabulary in the metaphorical expression was lost
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through either misunderstandings or participants acknowledging they had problems
with the sections in the text, starting with the title.
5.4.4 Strategies
During the Text 2 interviews, the participants showed the use of a variety of
strategies both successfully and unsuccessfully (see Table 5.15). The Table presents
the four (4) main strategies that were generated by the participants during the semistructured interviews and the percentage of successful and unsuccessful instances in
understanding the metaphorical expression found in the text.

Table 5.15 Text 2 Successful and unsuccessful strategies
Guessing

Success

Prior Knowledge

Unsucc.
No.

%

Success
No.

%

Unsucc.
No.

%

Context Decoding

Success
No.

%

Unsucc.
No.

%

Translation

Success
No.

%

Unsucc.

No.

%

No.

%

1

51

18

50

18

60

22

5

2

57

20

11

4

21

8

24

9

2

15

6

29

11

108

40

13

5

29

11

13

5

41

15

20

7

Group

The most successful strategy use was Prior Knowledge. It was expected that Group2
with previous experience of the text type and discipline would have more Prior
Knowledge than Group1. Group1 also had a relatively high success rate with this
strategy: Group2 40% and Group1 22%. During the semi-structured interviews,
when the Group1 participants were asked how they knew a particular metaphorical
expression, some said, “I don’t know, I just know” but others had different responses
and said, “I just guessed”. Others said “I worked it out from the text”, which was
noted by the researcher as Context Decoding. This suggests that other strategies can
play a role in successful understanding. Guessing and Context Decoding seemed to
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be a more successful strategy for Group1 +/- 20% than for Group2 with 6% for
Guessing, and 11% for Context Decoding. These results could indicate that more
experienced readers used less strategies that those who are less experienced.
Translation was a more successful strategy for Group2 at 15% then Group1 at 8%.
A regression analysis using the General Linear Model (GLM) was performed to
examine the factors that influence success in understanding metaphorical expressions
in Text 2. Guessing, Prior Knowledge, Context Decoding and Translation and the
interactions between pairs of these factors were considered. The parameter estimates
are presented in Column 2 of Table 5.16 for each model variable.
Table 5.16 GLM model for understanding metaphorical expressions by nonnative speakers using Text 2
Variable

Estimate Standard

p-value

Error

Odds
ratio

Intercept

-3.010

0.511

<0.001

Guessing

1.705

0.570

0.003

5.50

Prior knowledge

5.835

0.621

<0.001

338.66

Context decoding

5.299

0.745

<0.001

200.14

Translation

2.882

0.578

<0.001

17.85

Guessing * Prior knowledge

-2.756

0.822

<0.001

0.064

Guessing * Context decoding

-2.605

0.772

<0.001

0.074

Guessing * Translation

-2.127

0.708

0.003

0.109

Prior knowledge * Context decoding

-5.037

0.836

<0.001

0.006

Prior knowledge * Translation

-1.697

1.004

0.091

0.183

Context decoding * Translation

-3.223

0.836

<0.001

0.040
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After accounting for the other terms, the model indicates that for non-native speakers
Prior Knowledge leads to a far larger probability of success (odds ratio = 338.66, p
<0.001) in understanding the metaphorical expressions in the business journal
example Text 2 than any other single factor or interaction of factors.

Most

interestingly, the participants in this study also utilized a number of strategies other
than Prior Knowledge to successfully understand the metaphorical expressions in
Text 2. The most successful alternative strategy to Prior Knowledge used to
understand the metaphorical expressions was Context Decoding, again with a high
probability of success (odds ratio = 200.14, p <0.001). The next most successful
alternative strategy for understanding the metaphorical expressions was Translation
again with a relatively high probability of success (odds ratio = 17.85, p <0.001). The
least successful alternative strategy used by non-native speakers to understand these
metaphorical expressions was Guessing with perhaps surprisingly a reasonably good
probability of success (odds ratio = 5.50, p = 0.003).
Interaction terms were used to account for how well combinations of strategies
affected the comprehension of the metaphorical expressions. Uniformly, these
interaction terms had negative estimate values, which indicated that a combination of
strategies actually decreased the ability of the participants to understand the
metaphorical expressions in Text 2. This implies that when non-native speakers use
as a strategy a combination of Prior Knowledge along with any other single strategy
the understanding of metaphors decreased.
5.4.5 Text 2 summary
Text 2 was an example of a typical business journal article used for recommended
reading in first year undergraduate studies in Business education. There were
nineteen (19) metaphorical expressions identified in the text. Out of the eleven novel
metaphorical

expressions

found

in

the

text,

five

(5)

of

them

caused

misunderstandings for both Group1 and Group2: T2.4; T2.5; T2.6; T2.10; T2.17. An
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additional novel expression T2.3 caused more misunderstandings for Group2 than
Group1. This difference is mainly due to Group1 self-identifying T2.3 metaphoric
expression as problematic, whereas Group2 encountered misunderstandings.
The metaphorical expressions in this text caused considerably more problems for
both Groups than the metaphorical expressions found in Text 1. There were only two
(2) instances in Group1 and five (5) Group2 where all the participants understood the
metaphorical expressions successfully. Group1 had considerably more instances
where they self-identified problems in the text with 60% being related to the
metaphorical expressions. Group2 on the other hand had much fewer self-identified
instances but with 91% of them being related to the metaphorical expressions. The
misunderstandings encountered by the participants in the Groups were similar with
+/- 23% of the metaphorical expressions in Text 2. Prior Knowledge resulted in
being the most successful strategy used in both Groups, although Group2 used this
strategy with twice as much success. Translation was also used with some success
for Group2 but Guessing and Context Decoding were more successful for Group1.
All three metaphor types were found in this text, with structural metaphors being the
most common. The problems the participants encountered with the metaphorical
expressions in this text did not seem to relate to the type of metaphor; that is, whether
or not they were structural, ontological or orientational.
5.5 Text 3
Text 3 was a passage taken from a popular business magazine that was recommended
on the first year undergraduate course literature list. In relation to the volume of the
text, 270 words, 10.3% was considered metaphoric, which is the highest out of the
three (3) texts used in the study. Twenty-eight (28) possible metaphorical
expressions were identified in the text (see Table 5.17). Table 5.17 shows the
number# associated with the metaphorical expressions, the metaphoric expression
and whether the metaphorical expression is considered conventional or novel
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(highlighted in purple). The potential metaphoric concepts are presented along with
the metaphor types. This text had the most orientational metaphors compared to the
other two (2) texts.
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Table 5.17 Text 3: Metaphorical expressions
This text is about the state of the economy.
Text 3

Metaphorical expressions

Conceptual Metaphors

Ontological Metaphors
T3.14

Right around the corner C

TIME IS DISTANCE

T3.16

Recession was out of the ordinary C

ECONOMY IS A CONTAINER

Orientational Metaphors
T3.4

Consumer spending could flag N

BAD IS DOWN

T3.5

Bump in business enthusiasm N

GOOD IS UP

T3.11

People sense the turn-around C

CHANGE IS POSITIVE/GOOD IS UP

T3.12

Boost payrolls C

GOOD IS UP

T3.15

Business picking up C

GOOD IS UP

T3.18

Plunging into the depths N

BAD IS DOWN

T3.25

Profits soaring C

GOOD IS UP

T3.26

Capital spending booming C

GOOD IS UP

T3.27

M&A taking off C

GOOD IS UP

T3.28

Economy poised for expansion C

MORE IS GOOD

Structural Metaphors
T3.1

Job Jitters C

ECONOMY IS A PHYSICAL STATE

T3.2

Growing corporate confidence C

ECONOMY IS GROWTH

T3.3

Translated into a spurt of hiring C

ECONOMY IS GROWTH

T3.6

Prove short lived C

ECONOMY IS A PATIENT

T3.7

Expand payrolls C

ECONOMY IS GROWTH

T3.8

Hemorrhaging jobs C

ECONOMY IS A PATIENT

T3.9

Showing signs of revival N

ECONOMY IS A PATIENT

T3.10

The mood shift is there C

ECONOMY IS HUMAN

T3.13

Job growth C

ECONOMY IS GROWTH

T3.17

Business led the downturn C

ECONOMY IS A JOURNEY

T3.19

Shake off its caution N

ECONOMY IS HUMAN

T3.20

Prospects for recovery C

ECONOMY IS A PATIENT

T3.21

Spirits are aroused N

ECONOMY IS HUMAN

T3.22

History shows C

ECONOMY IS TIME

T3.23

Growth tends to beget more growth N

ECONOMY IS GROWTH

T3.24

Virtuous cycle N

ECONOMY IS MOVEMENT
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5.5.1 Successful instances
The participants’ success rate of comprehension with the metaphorical expressions
found in Text 3 is presented in Table 5.18 The results show that Group1 had a
success rate average of 5.4 and Group2 had 4.1. The standard deviation for Group1
was 6.7 and Group2 4.8 (N= number of metaphorical expressions found in Text 3).
Table 5.18 Text 3: Means and standard deviations for successful instances for
Group1 and Group2
Participants

N

Mean

SD

12 in Group 1

28

5.38

6.68

12 in Group 2

28

4.10

4.85

Even though the difference is small, the results show that Group1 had a higher
success rate than Group2. However, the Group averages show that only a sixth of the
metaphorical expressions were comprehended successfully. The twenty-eight (28)
metaphorical expressions found in the text and the instances of success for Group1
and Group2 are presented in Figure 5.4.
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Figure 5.4 Text 3: Successful instances for Group1 and Group2
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12	
  

As shown in Figure 5.4 there was only one metaphorical expression that was
understood by all twenty four (24) participants: T3.22 history shows. During the
semi-structured interviews, the participants expressed that they were very familiar
with the T3.22 metaphorical expression. Group1 had no other instances where they
were all successful in understanding the metaphorical expressions.
Group2, on the other hand, had three (3) other instances where all the twelve (12)
participants were successful in understanding the metaphorical expressions: T3.11
people sense that the turn-around is happening; T3.13 job growth and T3.14 right
around the corner. During the semi-structured interviews, the participants expressed
the use of various strategies they used to understand the metaphorical expressions,
such as guessing and prior knowledge from their studies or that they “just know it”.
There were thirteen (13) instances where Group2 were more successful in
understanding the metaphorical expressions than Group1 The most notable
differences were T3.14 right around the corner with Group2 having 100% success
whereas Group1 had 67%; T3.15 business picking up with Group2 having 50%
success whereas Group1 had 0%; T3.16 recession was out of the ordinary with
Group2 having 83% and Group1 with 25%; T3.20 prospects for recovery with
Group2 having 83% and Group1 with 50%; T3.21 spirits are aroused with Group2
having 50% and Group1 with 17%; T3.24 virtuous cycle with Group2 having 58%
and Group1 with 9%; T3.27 M&A taking off with Group2 having 58% and Group1
with 0%.
It was expected that Group2 would have more success with understanding the
metaphorical expressions due to their experience with their discipline and knowledge
of English in general; however, there were eight (8) instances where Group1 were
more successful in understanding the metaphorical expressions than Group2. The
most noticeable differences being T3.3 translated into a spurt of hiring with 42% of
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Group1 successful in understanding the metaphorical expression and Group2 with
17%; T3.4 consumer spending could flag showed Group1 with 25% and Group2 with
17%; T3.5 bump in business enthusiasm showed Group1 with 42% and Group2 with
9%; T3.10 the mood shift is there showed Group1 with 92% and Group2 with 67%;
T3.12 boost payrolls showed Group1 with 33% and Group2 with 17%, and T3.18
plunging into the depths showed Group1 with 75% and Group2 with 42%.
There were two (2) instances where 0% of the participants in either Group were able
to understand the metaphorical expressions successfully: T3.1 job jitters and T3.18
plunging into the depths. There were three (3) instances where 0% of the participants
in Group1 understood the metaphorical expressions, whereas numerous participants
in Group2 understood the expressions with success: Group2 50% with T3.15
business is picking up; 58% with T3.27 M&A taking off, and 9% with T3.28 economy
poised for expansion.
The nature of the problems and misunderstanding that were encountered by the
participants with Text3 are presented in Sections 5.5.2 Self-identified problems and
5.5.3 Misunderstandings.
5.5.2 Self-identified problems
The number of highlights found in the text that indicated that the participant
encountered problems in Text 3 were analysed to see how many of these selfidentified problems were related to metaphor. Table 5.19 presents the total number of
the highlighted instances and the percentage that was related to metaphor in Text 3.
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Table 5.19 Highlighted instances related to metaphorical expressions in Text 3
Group

Text

Highlighted

Highlighted Instances Related to

#

#

Instances

Metaphor

No.

%

1

3

146

93

2

3

55

100

The results show that of the one hundred and forty six (146) highlighted instances
from Group1, 93% were related to metaphor. Although fewer self-identified
problems were recognised by Group2, fifty-five (55), 100% of those were related to
metaphor. The metaphorical expressions that were identified by the participants as
problematic are presented in Table 5.20.
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Table 5.20 Percentage of self-identified instances related to metaphorical
expressions in Text 3 for Group1 and Group2
# Metaphorical Expression

Group1 %

Group2 %

T3.1 Job jitters

50.0

83.3

T3.2 Growing corporate confidence

16.6

8.3

T3.3 Translated into a spurt of hiring

25.0

33.3

T3.4 Consumer spending could flag

16.6

0.0

T3.5 Bump in business enthusiasm

8.3

0.0

T3.6 Prove short lived

0.0

0.0

T3.7 Expand payrolls

50.0

0.0

T3.8 Hemorrhaging jobs

100.0

100.0

T3.9 Showing signs of revival

0.0

0.0

T3.10 The mood shift is there

8.3

0.0

T3.11 People sense the turn-around

16.6

0.0

T3.12 Boost payrolls

33.3

16.6

T3.13 Job growth

8.3

0.0

T3.14 Right around the corner

16.6

0.0

T3.15 Business picking up

58.3

0.0

T3.16 Recession was out of the ordinary

58.3

8.3

T3.17 Business led the downturn

16.6

0.0

T3.18 Plunging into the depths

0.0

25.0

T3.19 Shake off its caution

25.0

0.0

T3.20 Prospects for recovery

16.6

0.0

T3.21 Spirits are aroused

41.6

8.3

T3.22 History shows

0.0

0.0

T3.23 Growth tends to beget more growth

75.0

66.6

T3.24 Virtuous cycle

83.3

41.6

T3.25 Profits soaring

16.6

0.0

T3.26 Capital spending booming

0.0

8.3

T3.27 M&A taking off

41.6

8.3

T3.28 Economy poised for expansion

75.0

0.0
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The results in Table 5.20 show that there were considerably more self-identified
problems reported by Group1 than Group2. The metaphorical expression that was
identified by all the participants as being the most problematic was T3.8
hemorrhaging jobs. Out of the 24 participants 100% reported problems with the
word hemorrhaging. During the semi-structured interviews, the participants said that
the word was a “new” meaning; that is it was not part of their known vocabulary.
Probing deeper to see if once they knew the meaning of the word, were they able to
understand the metaphorical expression, the participants were unable to make the
association between ECONOMY and PATIENT. This indicates that it was not only a
matter of unknown vocabulary but also problems associated with the metaphorical
expression.
Both Groups identified T3.23 growth tends to beget more growth as problematic with
75.0% of the participants in Group1 and 66.6% of the participants in Group2. The
majority of the participants said that the word beget was a “new word” and that they
had never seen it before. A large percentage of Group1 83.3% reported virtuous in
T3.24 virtuous cycle as unfamiliar vocabulary and Group2 reported similar problems
with 41.6%. The word recession in T3.16 recession was out of the ordinary was
reported by 58.3% of the participants in Group1 as problematic, whereas Group2
encountered much fewer problems with 8.3%.
T3.27 M&A taking off was identified as problematic by 41.6% of the participants in
Group1 and only 8.3% in Group2. Delving further to see what the problem was,
some of the Group1 participants said that M&A was “confusing” and others had
skipped over M&A and were unsure of the meaning of taking off. These participants
were able to associate taking off with “starting…launching…upwards” but due to
skipping over M&A, they were unable to connect Mergers and Acquisitions (M&A)
with taking off.
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T3.28 economy poised for expansion was identified as problematic by 75.0% of
Group1, whereas Group2 did not identify this metaphorical expression as
problematic with 0.0%. The participants in Group1 reported that poised was a “new
word” and therefore were not able to understand the section in the text. Probing
deeper to see if it was a vocabulary problem or a metaphor related problem, the
meaning of poised was explained. Once this was understood by to the participants,
they were then able to understand the metaphorical expression. In this case, it
appears that the problem was more of a vocabulary problem than metaphor related.
T3.1 job jitters was the title of Text3. Both Groups identified this metaphorical
expression as problematic with Group1 50.0% and Group2 with 83.3%. The
participants in both Groups reported that they were unfamiliar with the word jitters.
After explaining what jitters meant, some of the participants were able to grasp the
metaphorical expression but were sceptical that jitters could be used in connection
with jobs, while others remained unsure. The participants tended to express that
nerves would be a better choice: “what’s the point of this”, “why not use nerves”. In
this case, it seems that although there were vocabulary problems, the use of metaphor
was more the issue for the participants.
T3.15 business picking up was also identified by Group1 with 58.3% reporting it as
problematic, whereas Group2 reported 0.0% problems. During the semi-structured
interviews, the Group1 participants tended to take the literal meaning of picking up
as to collect something. With this response, it is clear that metaphor was the source
of the participants’ problems.
Group1 also identified the word aroused in T3.21 with 41.6% of the participants
experiencing problems and very few problems reported by Group2 8.3%. The main
issue seemed to be a matter of vocabulary knowledge. The participants in both
Groups were not familiar with the word arouse but once they understood the word,
they were able to understand the metaphorical expression.
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The remaining metaphorical expressions in the text that were identified as
problematic by the participants in both Groups were more associated with the
metaphoric meaning rather than unfamiliar or new vocabulary. The participants
tended to say that they “know the words but not here” and “I know the word but it
looks weird here”, indicating that the meaning of the word that they know does not
fit with the meaning in the text. For example, T3.7 expand payrolls, 50% of the
participants in Group1 identified this metaphorical expression as problematic.
Although the individual words were reported to be familiar to the participants they
were not able to understand them in the context of the text. They understood payrolls
to mean money/wages, whereas in the text, payrolls refer to people.
5.5.3 Misunderstandings
Text 3 had the most metaphorical expressions in the text and was also the cause for
the most misunderstandings for Group2 (see Table 5.21). Table 5.21 shows that of
the metaphorical expressions found in Text 3, Group1 experienced 24%
misunderstandings, which was noticeably less than Group2 with 35%.
Table 5.21 Percentage of misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions
in Text 3
Text#

Group#

Misunderstandings %

3

1

24

3

2

35

One explanation for this could be that Group1 had reported more self-identified
problems than Group2 (see Table 5.20). During the semi-structured interviews it
confirmed that although Group2 identified fewer problems with Text3 than Group1,
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they in fact experienced a higher amount of misunderstandings. The metaphorical
expressions and the percentage of misunderstanding picked up in Group1 and
Group2 are presented in Table 5.22.
Table 5.22 Misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions in Text 3
Group1

Group2

%

%

T3.1 Job jitters

50.0

16.6

T3.2 Growing corporate confidence

8.3

0.0

T3.3 Translated into a spurt of hiring

33.3

50.0

T3.4 Consumer spending could flag

58.3

83.3

T3.5 Bump in business enthusiasm

50.0

91.6

T3.6 Prove short lived

16.6

16.6

T3.7 Expand payrolls

25.0

75.0

T3.8 Hemorrhaging jobs

0.0

0.0

T3.9 Showing signs of revival

16.6

25.0

T3.10 The mood shift is there

0.0

41.6

T3.11 People sense the turn-around

0.0

0.0

T3.12 Boost payrolls

33.3

66.6

T3.13 Job growth

8.3

0.0

T3.14 Right around the corner

16.6

33.3

T3.15 Business picking up

41.6

50.0

T3.16 Recession was out of the ordinary

16.6

8.3

T3.17 Business led the downturn

16.6

16.6

T3.18 Plunging into the depths

25.0

33.3

T3.19 Shake off its caution

8.3

50.0

T3.20 Prospects for recovery

33.3

16.6

# Metaphorical Expression
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T3.21 Spirits are aroused

41.6

41.6

T3.22 History shows

0.0

0.0

T3.23 Growth tends to beget more growth

16.6

25.0

T3.24 Virtuous cycle

8.3

0.0

T3.25 Profits soaring

66.6

83.3

T3.26 Capital spending booming

16.6

16.6

T3.27 M&A taking off

58.3

33.3

T3.28 Economy poised for expansion

25.0

91.6

The results show that Group2 encountered a surprisingly large percentage of
misunderstandings. The most noticeable misunderstandings occurred with the novel
metaphorical expression T3.5 bump in business enthusiasm where Group2
experienced 91.6% misunderstandings; however Group1 also had a high percentage
of misunderstanding 50.0%, despite not being as high as Group2. During the semistructured interviews, the participants were asked what T3.5 meant and they seemed
to have misunderstood the word bump to mean something negative. The interviews
revealed that bump in Swedish could refer to a mysterious noise as in the English
meaning of bump in the night. However, in the text, it refers to a positive action as in
increase. This misunderstanding seemed to be caused mainly through translation.
Another surprising result was T3.28 economy poised for expansion. 0% of the
participants in Group2 identified T3.5 as problematic, yet 91.6% encountered
misunderstandings. The main issue was the misunderstanding with the word poised.
The participants mistook poised for poisoned. In this case, the metaphor concept for
MORE IS GOOD

was mistaken for HEALTH. This seems reasonable since the extended

metaphor of ECONOMY and GROWTH/PATIENT dominated the text, however, this
could also be seen as faulty word recognition.
T3.4 consumer spending could flag caused considerable misunderstandings for both
with 58.3% for Group1 and 83.3% for Group2. When probing deeper to find out the
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source of the misunderstanding, it ended up being a Swedish false friend. The
participants explained that flag in Swedish translates to flagga meaning something
positive. Therefore, the interpretation of T3.4 was for something positive, a “positive
feel”. However, T3.4 has negative intention in the text and although there was a
contextual clue of risk in the same sentence, the participants still misunderstood it as
something positive. This misunderstanding could be based on translation strategies
involving false friends and cultural differences. It appears that in this case the
participants accepted the familiar meaning of their L1 rather than the intended
meaning in the target language.
T3.25 profits soaring was also notably problematic for both Groups with T3.25
causing misunderstandings for 66.6% of Group1 and 83.3% in Group2. The main
reason for the misunderstanding was that the participants misunderstood the word
soaring. Some participants thought it meant “dropping”, one participant associated it
with cutting down as in “soaring [sawing] a tree”, and others associated it with a
down movement: “isn’t it when a bird flies down to attack something? ”. In this case,
it seems that the participants understood the metaphor concept of MOVEMENT but
mistook it in the wrong direction. This type of misunderstanding could be
detrimental to students working in business and economics; that is, when describing
trends.
Another metaphorical expression that caused more misunderstandings for Group2
than for Group1 was T3.7 expand payrolls. 75% of Group2 encountered
misunderstandings and 25% of Group1.The main cause of the misunderstanding was
due to the word payrolls. Although payrolls can refer to money/wages, in Text 3 it
refers to people: Fortunately, though, there are signs many companies are getting
ready to expand payrolls. When probing further during the semi-structured
interviews, it appears that the participants in both Group1 and Group2 did
misunderstand payrolls to refer to wages: “it means pay rise doesn’t it?”. In this case,
the misunderstanding relates to metaphor and the connection between PEOPLE and
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MONEY/GOOD IS UP.

In the metaphorical expression T3.12 boost payrolls it also uses

payrolls to refer to people: …the National Association for Business Economics said
on Jan.20 that more than a third of the companies it surveyed expected to boost
payrolls in the next six months. 66.6% of Group2 and 33.3% of Group1 experienced
misunderstandings. During the semi-structured interviews, the participants seemed
encounter the same misunderstanding as in T3.7 and the connection between PEOPLE
and MONEY/GOOD IS UP. In this study, boost payrolls is considered to be a
conventional metaphorical expression, however, is appears that conventionality does
not necessarily mean that the metaphorical expression can be understood by L2
readers.
Both Group1 and Group2 experienced obvious misunderstandings with T3.15
business picking up with Group1 encountering 41.6% and Group2 50%. The
participants seemed to interpret T3.15 to mean, “get more people”. When probing
deeper to find why they interpreted it in this sense, the participants said that they had
translated pick up directly into Swedish which means hämta= to get/collect/gather
and therefore thought T3.15 meant to “…get someone”, interpreting T3.15 to mean
“business is picking up more people”. Although the interpretation of picking up can
also mean to get/collect/gather in English, in the context of Text 3 it means to
improve. Therefore, the misunderstandings that occurred could either be cultural
differences with the metaphorical expression and /or that the participants were
engaging top-down processing to find the overall meaning but were not successful in
connecting the concepts between HEALTH and FITNESS and BUSINESS.
Interestingly, both Groups had equal misunderstandings with T3.21 spirits are
aroused of 41.6%. The problem mainly stemmed from mistaking aroused for
around. When probing further the participants re-read the sentence and said that it
“…still makes sense, doesn’t it?” In a sense, the sentence did make sense but the
metaphor concept of ECONOMY IS HUMAN was lost. This misunderstanding leans
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towards being a misunderstanding due to metaphor and the connection between
concepts.
Group2 had substantially more misunderstandings with T3.3 translated into a spurt
of hiring than Group1. 50% of Group2 encountered misunderstandings with T3.3 and
33.3% of Group1. It was expected that the word spurt would be the main issue due to
cultural differences. In Swedish spurt =spurt in English, though, in Swedish, it is
used only in the sense of the grand effort before something is finished, as in sports,
elections, final sales and so on, whereas in T3.3 is refers to a surge in hiring people.
Therefore, a spurt of hiring for the participants would possibly evoke an
interpretation of the last grand effort in hiring. When probing deeper, the subtle
difference in the meaning of spurt between Swedish and English seemed to cause the
participants to view T3.3 as something more desperate than positive. Consequently,
misunderstandings occurred.
T3.27 M&A taking off was not understood by any of the participants in Group1.
Although many of the Group1 participants had previously identified T3.27 as
problematic, a higher percentage of participants encountered misunderstanding at
58.3%. As with the self-identified issues, the main problem stemmed from the phrase
Mergers and Acquisition presented as M&A in the text. During the semi-structured
interviews, the Group1 participants said that they thought M&A was a company.
After probing further, it seems that the participants associated M&A with the H&M
(Hennes and Mauritz) Swedish fashion company. Therefore, they misunderstood
T3.27 as being a company taking off rather than the concept of Mergers and
Acquisitions. Despite the literature not seemingly covering acronyms as metaphor, it
could be argued that both H&M and M&A are metaphor concepts, in that they evoke
psychological and cultural triggers, and both could be considered dead metaphors but
for these non-native speakers of English, the only concept that was familiar was the
Swedish fashion company H&M.
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The other less noteworthy misunderstandings experienced by the participants were
primarily due to the participants not knowing the meaning of individual words or
phrases and tending to guess the meaning, although inaccurately.
5.5.4 Strategies
The semi-structured interviews uncovered a variety of strategies the participants used
both successfully and unsuccessfully to understand the metaphorical expressions.
These strategies are presented in Table 5.23 along with corresponding Group, the
number and percentage of successful and unsuccessful instances used by the
participants in Text 3.
Table 5.23 Text 3 Successful and unsuccessful strategies
Guessing

Success

Unsucc.

Prior Knowledge

Context Decoding

Success

Success

Unsucc.

Unsucc.

Translation

Success

Unsucc.

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

1

60

16

81

22

78

21

4

1

61

17

19

5

32

9

29

8

2

27

7

69

17

128

32

36

9

49

12

17

4

39

10

37

9

Group

The strategy used with the most success in both Groups was Prior Knowledge:
Group1 21% and Group2 32%. It was expected that Group2 would have more
success using Prior Knowledge being more experienced as non-native speakers and
with experience in the discipline, however, Group1 were also quite successful in
using this strategy. Context Decoding was the next more successful strategy for both
Groups. The difference in the amount of use was not excessive between the Groups;
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however, Group1 used Context Decoding with more success 17% than Group2 12%.
Group1 had more success with Guessing 16% than Group2 7%. During the semistructured interviews, participants in both Group1 and Group2 tended to rely on
Translation. When the participants were asked how they understood the metaphorical
expression, often they would say: “it translates the same in Swedish” or “I just
translated it”. Both Groups with +/- 10% used Translation successfully.
Although all four (4) strategies were also used without success, both Groups without
notable success +/- 20% used Guessing.
To examine the factors that influence success in understanding metaphorical
expressions, the four (4) main strategies (Guessing, Prior Knowledge, Context
Decoding and Translation) as well as the interactions between pairs of these factors
were considered. A regression analysis using the General Linear Model (GLM) was
used (see Table 5.24). The parameter estimates are given in Column 2 of Table 5.24
for each model variable.
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Table 5.24 GLM model for understanding metaphorical expressions by nonnative using Text 3
Variable

Estimate Standard

p-value

Error

Odds
ratio

Intercept

-3.203

0.405

<0.001

Guessing

1.439

0.446

0.001

4.22

Prior knowledge

5.064

0.451

<0.001

158.22

Context decoding

4.322

0.484

<0.001

75.34

Translation

2.746

0.469

<0.001

15.58

Guessing * Prior knowledge

-2.507

0.545

<0.001

0.081

Guessing * Context decoding

-1.446

0.537

0.007

0.236

Guessing * Translation

-1.687

0.555

0.002

0.109

Prior knowledge * Context decoding

-3.977

0.598

<0.001

0.185

Prior knowledge * Translation

-0.943

0.738

0.201

0.389

Context decoding * Translation

-2.345

0.675

<0.001

0.096

After accounting for the other terms, the model indicates that for non-native speakers
Prior Knowledge leads to a far larger probability of success (odds ratio = 158.22, p
<0.001) in understanding the metaphorical expressions in the business magazine Text
3 example than any other single factor or interaction of factors. Most noteworthy is
that these non-native speakers also utilized a number of strategies other than Prior
Knowledge to successfully understand the metaphorical expressions in Text 3. The
most successful alternative strategy to Prior Knowledge used to understand the
metaphorical expressions was Context Decoding again with a high probability of
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success (odds ratio = 75.34, p <0.001). The next most successful alternative strategy
for understanding the metaphorical expressions was Translation again with a
relatively high probability of success (odds ratio = 15.58, p <0.001). The least
successful alternative strategy used by non-native speakers to understand these
metaphorical expressions was Guessing with perhaps surprisingly a reasonably good
probability of success (odds ratio = 4.22, p = 0.001).
Interaction terms were used to account for how well combinations of strategies
affected the comprehension of Text 3 metaphorical expressions by non-native
speakers. Uniformly, these interaction terms had negative estimate values indicating
that a combination of strategies actually decreased the ability of non-native speakers
to understand the metaphorical expressions in this type of text. For example, this
implies that when non-native speakers use, as a strategy, a combination of Prior
Knowledge along with any other single strategy that the understanding of
metaphorical expressions decreased.
5.5.5 Text 3 summary
Text 3 was taken from a popular business magazine that was used for recommended
reading in 1st year undergraduate studies in Business education. There were twentyeight (28) metaphorical expressions identified in the text with eight (8) classified as
novel. Three (3) metaphorical expressions caused particular problems for Group2:
T3.4, T3.5, T3.28 with two (2) of these expressions being novel T3.4 and T3.5 (i.e.
T3.4 consumer spending could flag and T3.5 bump in business enthusiasm). The
metaphorical expressions in this text caused considerably more problems for both
Groups than the metaphorical expressions found in the Text 1 and Text 2.
Considering that there were more metaphorical expressions in this text, there was
only one (1) instance where all of Group1 were successful in understanding the
metaphorical expressions and only four (4) instances for Group2. There were two (2)
instances where neither Group1 nor Group2 were successful in understanding the
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metaphoric expression and three (3) more instances where none of the participants in
Group1 were successful in understanding the metaphorical expressions.
This text seemed to cause more self-identified problems for Group1 with 146
instances where they highlighted parts of the text and with 93% of those instances
being related to metaphor. Although Group2 had far fewer self-identified instances
55%, 100% were related to metaphor. However, the percentage of misunderstandings
showed another picture. Out of the misunderstandings found during the semistructured interviews, it was found that of those misunderstandings Group2 had 35%
that were related to metaphor and Group1 had 24%. It seems from these results that
Group1 are more willing to identify their own problems, whereas Group2 tended to
take more risks and hence experienced more misunderstanding. However, when
misunderstandings did occur it was usually experienced by the majority of Group2.
Prior Knowledge also seemed to be the dominating strategy used with success by
both Groups. Context Decoding was the next most successful strategy for both
Groups and Guessing also proved to be used with some success.
Although there were more orientational metaphors in this text compared to the other
two texts, the results showed that whether a metaphor was structural, ontological or
orientational was not a contributing factor to the experience the participants
encountered. It did show that on the whole structural metaphors are more commonly
used in texts.
5.6 Summary of findings
This study set out to explore the problems L2 readers experience when encountering
metaphorical expressions. As mentioned above, the data for this research was
generated through a mixed methods approach from L2 learners in an academic
setting at Lund University. The combination of quantitative and qualitative data in
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this study produced insights into problems undergraduate and graduate students
experience with metaphorical expressions in their discipline specific texts.
Based on the results, the findings confirm Littlemore’s (e.g. 2004a, 2004b) argument
that metaphorical expressions do indeed cause problems for L2 university students.
More seriously, these problems can cause misunderstandings (Littlemore, 2004) for
non-native speakers of English, both undergraduate and graduate students. Most of
the metaphorical expressions caused problems within the two (2) Groups. Both
conventional and novel metaphors were problematic for both Groups, which also
supports Littlemore’s (2004) claim that native speakers have an advantage over nonnative speakers when confronted with conventional and novel metaphorical
expressions.
Moreover, an interesting outcome was that there was very little difference between
the two (2) Groups in the success rate of understanding the metaphorical expressions,
despite Group2 being slightly more successful in Text 1 and Text 2. In Text 3,
Group1 was marginally more successful than Group2. These results indicate that
having more knowledge of a specific discipline does not necessarily contribute
towards greater success in understanding when encountering metaphorical
expressions.
The key factor to whether or not a metaphoric expression is comprehended
successfully was shown, in this study, to be highly dependent on prior knowledge
and vocabulary knowledge of the target language. It is not only the general meaning
of word/s; it is also how these words can relate to different concepts in metaphorical
expressions and the cultural specificity of word meanings.
Further, the same strategies were used to comprehend metaphorical expressions in all
three texts with similar rates of success despite the wide range of texts and the target
audiences of the three texts. Therefore, the strategies used for success in the
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comprehension of metaphors do not depend on the type of material that is being read
but rather the strategies, specifically prior knowledge in general and of the target
language, L2 reader use to understand a text.
5.7 Research objectives attained
In order to discuss whether the research objectives have been achieved, it is
important to re-visit the research questions set out for this study. The study aimed to
explore the problems EFL readers experience with metaphor when encountering
them in their discipline specific texts. The two main research questions for this study
were:
What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor in reading
academic texts?
What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand metaphor?
From these questions, further objectives were developed:
RQ1: What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor in reading
academic texts?
a) To identify if advanced L2 readers have problems when encountering
metaphor.
b) To identify the nature of the problems encountered.
c) To find if there a difference in the successful understanding of metaphor
between undergraduate and graduate students within the same discipline.
d) To find if different types of metaphors cause different comprehension
problems.
RQ2: What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand metaphor?
a) To identify the strategies advanced L2 readers use to understand metaphor.
b) To identify the success rate of these strategies.
169

The findings concerning each of the research questions along with their objectives
are discussed in the following sections.
5.7.1 What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor in
reading academic texts?
Findings from the variations of the think-aloud and stimulated recall methods helped
to answer objective a) to identify if advanced L2 readers have problems when
encountering metaphor. The results showed convincing evidence from the
quantitative data that metaphorical expressions do in fact cause problems for
advanced L2 readers. A summary of the results from the three (3) texts used in the
study is shown in Table 5.25. Although the study was aimed at exploring the L2
problems with metaphor when engaged in reading, the nature of the methodology
gave the researcher the opportunity to see if any other specific problems arose that
were not related to metaphor.
Table 5.25 Mean result summary of the successful instances for Group1 and
Group2
Text #

Metaphorical

Group1

Group2

Expressions #
Text 1

11

8.55

9.00

Text 2

19

6.53

7.63

Text 3

28

5.38

4.10

The only other issue that was uncovered during variation of the think-aloud and
stimulated recall was a problem with unfamiliar vocabulary. On several occasions,
Group1 encountered new vocabulary and therefore had highlighted the word in the
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text as problematic. No other problems came to light, which seems to support the
initial claims in this study and also reinforce the need for raising metaphoric
awareness in foreign language learning (e.g. Boers, 2000a, 2000b; Charteris-Black,
2000; Danesi, 1992, 1995; Deignan, Gabrys & Solska, 1997; Littlemore, 2001a,
2002, 2004a, 2004b, Littlemore & Low, 2006a, 2006b; Low, 1988, 2008).
The second objective for research question 1 b) to identify the nature of the problems
encountered was achieved through the quantitative and qualitative data. The
quantitative data showed that Group1 was more forthcoming in identifying their
problems in the texts than Group2. This was also apparent during the semi-structured
interviews that Group2 participants seemed more defensive about their self-identified
problems with comments such as: “these texts were easy, I didn’t really have any
problems” compared to Group1 who were more curious about their self-identified
problems with comments such as: “some of this was really hard, what does that
mean?”. Although the number of self-identified problems was significantly more for
Group1, the percentage related to metaphor was much higher in Group2 (see Table
5.26). These results suggest that metaphor understanding is not necessarily
dependent on discipline knowledge and language experience, and gives further
evidence towards metaphorical expressions as the main cause of reading problems
for advanced L2 readers, in this case university students.
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Table 5.26 Self-identified problems related to metaphor
Self-Identified Problems

Related to Metaphor

Instances

%

Text #

Group1

Group2

Group1

Group2

Text 1

33

18

61%

89%

Text 2

103

33

60%

91%

Text 3

148

55

93%

100%

Studies have shown that cultural differences (e.g. Kövecses, 2003, 2005; CharterisBlack, 2002), unfamiliar vocabulary, and context (e.g. Boers, 2000a; Golden, 2010;
Littlemore, 2002) may be reasons for the problems L2 learners have with metaphor.
Results from this research support these studies, although this study also found that it
was vocabulary in a metaphoric context that caused more problems. The most
notable comment by participants in both Groups was “I know the word but not here”
or “ I know all these words but they don’t make sense here”. The participants were
familiar with the basic meaning of the word but in a metaphoric context, problems
occurred. It further suggests that when L2 readers encounter problems while reading,
they tend to revert to reading every word without connecting the overall meaning.
Therefore, it would appear that these sorts of problems are located at the level of
bottom-up processing, inasmuch as the students were able to identify a word but
were not able to derive a suitable meaning. Hence, the results support the argument
that more attention is needed to the bottom-up features of reading (Esky, 1988;
Barnet, 1989; Birch, 1998, 2002, 2009).
Another important finding was the number of misunderstandings that occurred in
both Groups. The results showed that in Text 1 and Text 2, both Groups had a similar
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number of misunderstandings; however, in Text 3, Group2 had encountered
considerably more (see Table 5. 27). One explanation for this may be due to the
willingness of Group1 to self-identify their problems whereas Group2 were less
forthcoming (see Table 5.26).
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Table 5.27 Summary of misunderstandings related to metaphorical expressions
Text #

Metaphorical

Group1

Group2

Expressions #

%

%

Text 1

11

16

14

Text 2

19

24

23

Text 3

28

24

35

As shown in the results, the main reasons for misunderstandings were due to
literalness, cultural differences in vocabulary meaning, and vocabulary knowledge in
context, which again locates the problem in the bottom-up processing. As discussed
in the literature, according to the traditional view of metaphor the reader/listener
analyses and rejects the literal meaning before a metaphorical expression can be
comprehended (Grice, 1975; Searle, 1979, 1993), whereas under the CMT view,
metaphor involves understanding standing one mental domain of experience in terms
of another (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). However, for L2 readers, the results tend to
concur with Birch (2002) in that EFL students lack the semantic networks that native
speakers have built up from years of experience with words, culture and the world,
which enable them to understand metaphor. Moreover, without this knowledge,
comprehension of metaphor will be compromised (Birch, 2002), which is also
echoed in the results in the present study.
The third objective was c) to find if there a difference in the successful understanding
of metaphor between undergraduate and graduate students within the same
discipline. It was expected that Group2 would have a better success rate than Group1
primarily due to their experience with the discipline and also being used to reading
their course literature in English. Group1 had just started university, had very little
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discipline knowledge and had not previously been exposed to the types of texts in the
study. Contrary to expectations, this study did not find a significant difference
between the two Groups (see Table 5.25). In fact, in Text 3, Group1 was marginally
more successful in understanding the metaphorical expressions. A possible
explanation as for this result could be that Text 3 was from a popular business
magazine that targets a general audience; therefore, specific discipline knowledge
would not be a prerequisite to understanding texts found in this type of magazine.
Although the differences in success rates for the other two texts were not significant,
Group2 was more successful in understanding the metaphorical expressions in Text 1
and Text 2 than Group1. This result may be explained by the fact that the two (2)
texts were discipline specific; therefore, it is not surprising that Group2 was more
successful, despite an overall poor success result.
The last objective for research question 1 was d) to find if different types of
metaphors cause different comprehension problems. This study adopted the
conceptual metaphor theory (CMT), which explains metaphor types as either
conventional or novel. As discussed in Chapter 4, not only is the identification of
metaphor problematic but also deciding which metaphorical expressions are
conventional or novel is difficult (e.g. Cameron, 2003; Cameron & Low, 1999a,
1999b; Charteris- Black, 2004; Deignan, 1999, 2008; Koller, 2008; Pragglejaz
Group, 2007; Steen, 2002). This is mainly because there is no standard way of
identifying metaphor due to the fuzzy nature of metaphor (Steen, 1999). Despite
these limitations, the study identified each metaphoric expression as either
conventional or novel.
A further analysis, although it was beyond the scope of this study, produced a
preliminary taxonomy of the conceptual metaphors and their types: Structural,
Orientational and Ontological (see Section 4.5.2). While these divisions are not
clear-cut (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003) they did show that Structural metaphors were the
most common in all three (3) texts. It also showed that the text that caused the most
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misunderstandings, Text 3, contained a high number of Orientational metaphors (10)
as well as a high number of Structural metaphors (16). Three (3) out of the eight (8)
novel metaphorical expressions were found to be Orientational. Two of these
metaphorical expressions caused the most misunderstanding for both Groups, as the
participants tended to mix the concepts BAD IS DOWN and GOOD IS UP. In both
these cases, the qualitative results showed that the misunderstandings were due to
cultural differences in the languages, as explained in the results Section 5.5.3.
Conventional metaphor is a common feature in specialised texts, so much so that
some are easily overlooked (Lindstomberg, 1991), while others can be more apparent
(Charteris-Black, 2000). However, metaphors that are typically conventional for a
native speaker may be experienced as novel for an L2 learner, even for the more
proficient learners (Littlemore, 2001a, 2002, 2004a, 2004b; Littlemore & Low,
2006a, 2006b). The qualitative and quantitative findings in this study appear to
confirm these claims, for both Group1 and Group2. In general, therefore, the
problem for L2 readers with metaphors is more than a matter of conventionality but
rather a matter of conventionality.
The next section will discuss research question 2.
5.7.2 What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand
metaphor?
By combining the cognitive linguistic view of metaphor and the psycholinguistic
view of reading this study was able to a) to identify the strategies advanced L2
readers use to understand metaphor and b) to identify the success rate of these
strategies.
The mixed methods approach to the study enabled the researcher to probe deeper
during the semi-structured interviews a) to identify the strategies advanced L2
readers use to understand metaphor. The quantitative analysis enabled the study b)
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to identify the success rate of these strategies. The cognitive linguistic theory of
metaphor states that prior knowledge is required in order to successfully understand a
concept (Croft & Cruse, 2004) and the psycholinguistic view of L2 reading sees prior
knowledge as one of the major factors in the reading process (e.g. Anderson et al.,
1977; Block, 1986, 1992). Therefore, it would be expected that prior knowledge
would be a major contributing factor to the successful understanding of metaphorical
expressions. The semi-structured interviews generated four (4) strategies that the L2
readers used when encountering metaphorical expressions in the three (3) tests. The
quantitative analysis showed that prior knowledge was indeed the most successful
strategy L2 readers use in understanding metaphorical expressions (see Table 5.28),
which supports cognitive linguistic and reading theories.
Table 5.28 Odds ratios for the main strategies according to the different types of
texts being read
Strategies

Text 1

Text 2

Text 3

(Textbook)

(Business

(Newsweek)

Journal)
Prior knowledge

352.13

338.66

158.22

Context decoding

129.54

200.14

75.339

Translation

46.34

17.85

15.58

Guessing

12.13

5.50

4.216

This suggests that successful understanding of metaphor involves top-down
processing. Another top-down processing strategy found to be used successfully by
the participants was guessing (inferring). According to some (e.g. Cain & Oakhill,
1999; Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994; Haastrup, 1991; Kintsch, 1988; Nassaji,
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2002), this strategy is crucial to success in reading, however, in this study, it showed
that the use of prior knowledge was the key strategy for successful understanding of
the metaphorical expressions.
A surprising result was the use of translation by the participants. The use of L1 by L2
readers is seen to help in comprehending texts (e.g. Block, 1986; Jiménez, Garcia, &
Pearson, 1996; Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001). The study revealed that the
participants in this study used translation successfully, however, they also used their
L1 without success (see Table 5.29).
Table 5.29 Successful and unsuccessful use of translation
Group
#

Text 1
Success

Text 3

Unsuccess

Success

Unsuccess

Success

Unsuccess

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

17

5

8

9

9

8

23

7

15

7

10

9

(%)

Group

Text 2

1
Group
2
In Text 3, there was little difference between the successful and unsuccessful use of
translation in understanding the metaphorical expressions in both Groups. From the
semi-structured interviews, it was clear that the participants who drew on their L1 to
decipher culturally loaded metaphorical expressions tended to experience
misinterpretations such as in consumer spending could flag (see Section 5.4.3). Other
occasions showed that if a participant was not familiar with the metaphorical
expression, they relied on their L1 for support. These results suggest that the use of
translation as a strategy in L2 reading education should be approached with caution.
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Context decoding was significantly high as a L2 reading strategy in understanding
metaphorical expressions. This finding concurs with the argument that context plays
a major role in the interpretation and comprehension of metaphor (Searle, 1993;
Stern, 2000; Birch, 2002). However, as shown in this study, without the appropriate
prior knowledge, context decoding is less successful. Moreover, the overall result of
the regression analysis showed that any combination of prior knowledge along with
any other single strategy would in fact decrease the instances of success in
understanding metaphorical expressions. This finding suggests that prior knowledge
alone is the key to successful understanding of metaphorical expressions when
reading.
5.8 Conclusion
This chapter has presented the results and findings from the present study. It has
highlighted the most important aspects of the findings and provided and in-depth
interpretation of the issues. The chapter also discussed the research questions and
objectives in relation to the results and how they have been reached. Additionally,
the chapter compared the findings to previous research and reviewed theories that
were relevant in the literature.
The following chapter concludes the thesis. It will provide a summary of the research
findings together with their implications for practice. It will then highlight the
significance of the study in terms of its contribution to L2 language education with
specific focus on metaphor and L2 reading, along with possibilities for further
research.
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Chapter 6: CONCLUSION
6.1 Introduction
The study aimed to shed light on the difficulties experienced by university students
in the comprehension of metaphor in their discipline specific reading with a view to
ultimately identify the comprehension strategies drawn on by such students to
comprehend metaphor. The study involved Swedish students at the undergraduate
and graduate levels in Business Administration.
The research adopted a mixed methods approach, utilising a variation of the thinkaloud and stimulated recalled methods. The thesis drew on two main theoretical
approaches, namely the cognitive linguistic and psycholinguistic. These theories
helped to identify metaphor and enabled the analyses the participants’ problems
when encountering metaphorical expressions when engaged in reading. By
combining these theories, it could be seen what strategies the participants used and
the success of the strategies when encountering metaphorical expressions.
This chapter will start off with a summary of the main research findings. The chapter
will then highlight the significance of the study in terms of its contribution to L2
language education with specific focus on metaphor and L2 reading. Implications for
practice follow, along with possible directions for further research. The chapter will
then present the final conclusions.
6.2 What has been achieved
One of the basic functions of the conclusion is to “summarize the progress which has
been made in achieving the aims for the research” (Oliver, 2004, p.151). The aims
for this research were reached through raising two main questions. These questions
are presented separately in this section and are discussed drawing on the findings
presented in Chapter 5.
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6.2.1 RQ1: What problems do L2 university students experience with metaphor
in reading academic texts?
The quantitative results of the study revealed that not only are metaphorical
expressions a problem for EFL university students, they are a major source of
misunderstandings. More seriously, the qualitative results showed L2 readers are
often not aware of their misunderstandings. The study also revealed that
metaphorical expressions were almost as equally problematic for undergraduate and
graduate students. Although the participants in Group2 of the study had more prior
knowledge of the discipline, the results suggest that discipline knowledge has
minimal effect when encountering metaphorical expressions.
The misunderstandings encountered by the participants in the study were mainly due
the metaphoric use of basic vocabulary and cultural differences in meaning. It was
revealed in the semi-structured interviews that the L2 readers tend to read each word
individually when encountering a problem and hence miss the overall meaning. This
suggests that the problems experienced by the participants seem to be primarily
located in the bottom-up processes.
There was also little difference between the successful understanding of metaphor
and the degree of conventionality of the metaphorical expressions; that is, novel or
conventional metaphorical expressions. The taxonomy of novel and conventional
metaphorical expressions identified in the three (3) texts samples and used in this
study showed that although some novel metaphorical expressions caused
considerable problems for the majority of the participants, others were not as
problematic. The same situation was experienced with conventional metaphorical
expressions. Thus, this study suggests that for L2 readers the matter of
conventionality is related to the individual reader’s prior knowledge rather than a
matter of conventional and novel metaphorical expressions. Prior knowledge for this
study includes everything the reader brings to the text, for example, general
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knowledge of the world, cultural knowledge, topical knowledge, specialist
knowledge, prior knowledge of the subject-matter and text.
In sum, the research has fulfilled its aim in terms of providing a better understanding
of the problems advanced L2 readers experience with metaphorical expressions.
Through this aim, the research was also able to identify more specifically the
problems and whether or not these issues were the same for undergraduate and
graduate students in the same discipline.
6.2.2 RQ2: What strategies do L2 university readers draw on to understand
metaphor?
This study uncovered four main strategies that Swedish L2 readers tend to use when
encountering metaphor: 1. Prior Knowledge 2. Context Decoding 3. Translation 4.
Guessing. Prior Knowledge seemed to be the most promising, while Guessing was
the least. These strategies were consistent for both Groups in all three texts. It was
not surprising that Prior Knowledge was the most successful strategy; however,
contrary to previous studies (Kern, 1994), the use of L1 by the advanced L2 readers
in this study was less successful in facilitating “the generation … of meaning” (Kern,
1994, p.441). Moreover, more often than not, the influence of the L1 use in
understanding the metaphorical expressions proved to be counterproductive.
Context Decoding was the second most successful strategy that concurs with
previous studies, although with 50% less success than Prior Knowledge. This
evidence also suggests that L2 readers tend to depend on bottom-up strategies when
encountering metaphor. Although all four strategies were used successfully in
understanding the metaphorical expressions in the study, all four were also used
unsuccessfully.
A further analysis of the strategies revealed that Prior Knowledge combined with any
other strategy would decrease the odds of successful understanding. This means that
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successful understanding of metaphorical expressions for L2 readers is located
primarily in the top-down processes.
To sum up, the aim of this research has been fulfilled in terms of providing insights
into the reading strategies L2 university students use when encountering
metaphorical expressions. By this, the research was able to pinpoint the most
successful strategies and the least successful. Further, it was able to provide an
analysis of strategy combinations and their chances of success when understanding
metaphorical expressions for L2 readers, which in turn has contributed to both
metaphor and L2 reading theories.
6.3 Significance of the findings
The current study represents an original and empirical contribution to the field by
examining university L2 readers when encountering metaphorical expressions where
Swedish is the main language. Previous studies conducted in English speaking
countries found that metaphorical expressions are problematic for non-English
listeners in spoken discourse (e.g. Littlemore, 2001b, 2004b, 2005; Littlemore &
Low, 2006a, 2006b, 2009; Low, Littlemore & Koester, 2008). However, there is a
general shortage of empirical studies, which investigate the problems L2 university
students encounter with metaphorical expressions and L2 university students
encountering metaphorical expressions while reading.
This study takes a unique approach to exploring metaphor in L2 reading of L1 texts
by combining two major theoretical underpinnings: Cognitive Linguistics and
Psycholinguistics. Research investigating discourse and metaphor usually adopt the
Cognitive Linguistic and Sociolinguistic approaches, however, in order to explore
deeper into the L2 reading problems involving metaphor, this study drew on the
Conceptual Theory of Metaphor (CTM) and the Interactive Theory of reading. By
taking this approach, the thesis has demonstrated that the CTM provides a valuable
framework for theoretical investigation of metaphor concepts and metaphorical
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expressions in written texts. While traditional theories of metaphor view metaphor as
a linguistic phenomenon found predominantly in the realm of poetic or figurative
language (Lakoff, 1993), this study shows through the CTM that metaphor is
pervasive in everyday language. As discussed in Chapter 3, the main tenet of the
CTM is that metaphors link two conceptual domains: the source and target. As
Deignan (2008) describes “the source domains structure target domains through
conceptual metaphors: logical relationships in the source domain are re-created in the
target domain” (p.156) The source domain is the conceptual domain that consists of
elements that are linked semantically and stored in the mind (Deignan, 2005). The
target domain is generally more abstract with the elements of this domain are
lexicalised using words and expressions from the source domain (Deignan, 2005). It
is these lexicalised items, referred to as metaphorical expressions that are the main
concern of this study. The conceptual level of mapping is seen as central in the CTM,
while language is seen as secondary, although, as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue,
metaphorical expressions provide important evidence for the existence of conceptual
metaphors. However, for this study, the metaphorical expressions are the primary
concern.
Further, the CTM states that: “a culture may be thought of as providing, among other
things, a pool of available metaphors for making sense of reality” (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980, p.12). This may be true for native speakers of a language; however,
using metaphors to make sense out of reality for non-native speakers of a target
language can present problems. Metaphor studies have shown several reasons for L2
comprehension problems such as cultural differences (e.g. Kövecses, 2005;
Charteris-Black, 2002), unfamiliar vocabulary and context (e.g. Boers, 2000a;
Golden, 2010; Littlemore, 2002). Several L2 reading studies (e.g., Auerbach &
Paxton, 1997; Jiménez et al., 1996) have suggested that L2 students’ deficiency of
L2 lexical knowledge is the main obstacle L2 reading. Although the results from this
study are in line with the previous studies, a further contribution has shown that 1.
understanding metaphorical expressions successfully in a target language will depend
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on the cultural experience and language experience of the non-native speaker and 2.
successful understanding will depend on the metaphoric similarities and differences
in the target language and the L1. Even though the differences may seem minor to a
native speaker, for a non-native speaker, these minor differences can mean a matter
of successful understanding, unsuccessful understanding or a misunderstanding.
By drawing on the interactive approach to reading and the CTM, this unique
approach enabled the study to delve deeper into L2 reading problems when
encountering metaphorical expressions. The L2 reading process in this study is
viewed as a bottom-up/top-down interaction. As Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) state,
“bottom-up processing ensures that the readers will be sensitive to information that is
novel or that does not fit their own ongoing hypotheses about the content or structure
of the text; top-down processing helps the readers to resolve ambiguities or to select
between alternative possible interpretations of the incoming data” (1983, p.557).
L2 reading theories suggest that advanced readers tend to use top-down processes;
however, this study, although not specifically testing for reading proficiency, shows
that when a low level of familiarity with the target language confronts the reader,
reading ability seems to be impeded. In turn, it forces the reader to use a more basic
word-by-word approach to decoding text (e.g. Alderson, 1984; Anderson, 1991;
Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995; Carrell, 1991; Clarke, 1980; Lee & Schallert, 1997). More
specific evidence from this study found that even though the participants had a high
level of familiarity with the second language and were familiar with the vocabulary,
the metaphoric context impeded reading ability and the participants resorted to the
word-by-word approach to decoding the text. Since metaphor relies on contextual
support, this approach to reading strongly suggests that it is highly unlikely that L2
readers will understand the metaphorical expression successfully. Further, since
metaphorical expressions are usually multi-word expressions, the word-by-word
approach to understanding the text also suggests an unsuccessful result in
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understanding. Moreover, the bottom-up approach tends to cause L2 readers to miss
the conceptual links behind the metaphorical expressions.
However, participants who used the top-down approach also experienced difficulties
in understanding the metaphorical expressions. As stated above, the top-down
approach enables readers to resolve ambiguities or select possible alternatives. This
study showed that although participants were able to find metaphoric meanings by
employing top-down processes, misunderstandings still occurred. As pointed out
above, cultural differences between the languages can cause stumbling blocks for L2
readers and the results have supported this claim. Although on the other hand, the
top-down approach also proved to be most successful when the metaphorical
expressions were part of the L2 reader’s prior knowledge. The participants were able
to reject the literal meaning and understand the meaning metaphorically. On the
whole, the interactive approach to L2 reading when encountering metaphorical
expressions, as seen in the previous chapter, has provided a means of explaining the
possible reasons for unsuccessful understanding and/or misunderstandings. With the
reasons for unsuccessful understanding and misunderstandings of metaphorical
expressions, the results from this study have shed further light on L2 reading theory.
In investigating the strategies L2 readers use when reading, studies have found that
L2 readers use a variety of reading strategies to overcome obstacles when processing
L2 texts (e.g., Block, 1986; 1992; Yang, 2002, 2006). Moreover, studies have found
that the strategies of L2 readers with high proficiency vary to a certain degree from
those of L2 readers with low proficiency (e.g. Upton & Lee-Thompson, 2001). In
addition, successful readers are more meaning-centered and top-down oriented in
their strategy employment (Block, 1992; Devine, 1988; Mokhtari & Sheorey, 2002).
In contrast, readers who are less successful tend to use bottom-up strategies to solve
comprehension breakdowns in their reading (Block, 1992; Knight, Padron, &
Waxman, 1985; Yamashita & Ichikawa, 2010). This study has further contributed to
this knowledge with evidence that indicates that L2 readers engage both the top186

down and bottom-up processes when encountering metaphorical expressions both
successfully and unsuccessfully.
Anderson et al. (1977), argue that “language comprehension always involves using
one’s knowledge of the world” (p.378), and that “it may turn out that many problems
in reading comprehension are traceable to deficits in knowledge rather than deficits
in linguistic skill” (p.378). Rumelhart (1979) also suggests that a primary cause for
failure in reading is due to the readers’ lack of appropriate background knowledge
and without this knowledge the reader is unable to comprehend concepts within the
text, despite being familiar with the words. This study supports these previous
claims.
Four main strategies L2 readers are likely to use successfully when encountering
metaphor were identified: Prior Knowledge, Guessing, Translation and Context
Decoding. All these strategies are considered to involve bottom-up and top-down
processing. Prior knowledge in this study includes everything the reader brings to the
text, for example, general knowledge of the world, cultural knowledge, topical
knowledge, specialist knowledge, prior knowledge of the subject-matter and text. Pin
pointing which prior knowledge was drawn on by the students was difficult as during
the interviews, most students were not able to identify why they “just knew” what a
metaphorical expression.
All four strategies were used successfully; however, Prior Knowledge was used with
the most success. This result supports previous L2 reading studies and CTM. A
significant finding in this study has also identified Guessing, Translation and Context
Decoding as being successful strategies. However, the findings showed that by
combining these strategies the likelihood of understanding metaphorical expressions
successfully will decrease. With this knowledge, L2 reading theories on strategies are
now able to identify not only the strategies L2 readers use but which strategies L2
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readers are more likely to use successfully when encountering metaphorical
expressions.
In sum, the results of the current study contribute to an understanding of the nature of
the problems L2 readers experience and demonstrate the seriousness of the problems
metaphorical expressions have on the proficiency of the L2 reader. It has shown that
L2 readers tend to draw on both top-down and bottom-up processing when
encountering metaphorical expressions but top-down strategies have been identified
as the most successful. This study contributes to the quest to raise metaphor
awareness in L2 education and to include metaphor in L2 reading theories. It also
argues that more attention needs to be paid to bottom-up strategies, since they do
cause problems in understanding metaphoric expression for advanced readers.
6.4 Implications for practice
The findings of this study have a number of important implications: for TESOL and
English language teachers at more advanced levels; for teaching and learning in
higher education; for textbooks and learning resources; and for syllabus design. The
next sections will discuss these topics further.
6.4.1 Implications for TESOL and English language teachers
The problematic nature of metaphor in relation to language learners has raised the
significance of metaphor awareness in foreign language learning (e.g. Boers, 2000a,
2000b; Charteris-Black, 2000; Danesi, 1992, 1995; Deignan, Gabrys & Solska, 1997;
Littlemore, 2001a, 2002, 2004a, 2004b, Littlemore & Low, 2006a, 2006b; Low,
1988). The findings in this study contribute to this quest for raising metaphor
awareness. With regard to curriculum and pedagogy, language teachers can
incorporate an awareness of metaphorical expressions into their daily language
teaching. As Palmer and Brooks (2004) argue, figurative language interpretation is a
necessary component of teaching reading comprehension. Teachers can raise
student’s awareness of the metaphor concepts behind metaphorical expressions in the
target language and can raise L2 student’s awareness of the possible cultural
188

differences and similarities of the L1 and L2 when encountering metaphorical
expressions. Further, teachers can engage in more intensive reading with their
students. Intensive reading is where teachers read collaboratively with students,
including metacognitive understandings that could include reflections on the
metaphorical instances in the text and how to interact with them. For example, when
asking students to read specific texts, teachers can ‘create prior knowledge’ by
drawing students’ attention to the metaphorical meanings in the text, particularly
when they are extended metaphors on which the gist of the text depends.
Many reading theorists stress the top-down processes of reading and claim that a lack
of vocabulary is still one for the major obstacles for L2 readers (e.g. Alderson, 2000;
Block, 1992; Grabe, 1988, 1991; Nation, 2001; Stanovich, 1980; Ward, 2009). The
findings in this study show that comprehension is more than knowing a word, it is
more to do with knowing the word in a metaphoric context that is the major obstacle.
For example, many metaphorical expressions are made up of multi-word expressions
that use basic vocabulary such as the example used in T3.4 consumer spending could
flag. To have a focus primarily on vocabulary would appear to promote a literal
understanding. However, by encouraging bottom-up reading strategies like word
identification and extending vocabulary knowledge, teachers would be able to work
on the metaphoric context of expressions such as consumer spending could flag, thus
inspiring metaphor awareness.
6.4.2 Implications for teaching and learning in higher education
The findings in this study show that university level L2 students have significant
problems when encountering metaphorical expressions in texts that are typical of
their discipline. Research has shown that many L2 students have difficulty in
acquiring and understanding knowledge through written texts (e.g. Chen & Donin,
1997; Hellekjaer, 2009; Shaw & McMillion, 2008; McMillion & Shaw, 2009) and
the results from this study indicate that metaphorical expressions are a major
hindrance in understanding texts. Therefore, with this knowledge, educators now
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have the opportunity to improve students’ learning of the discipline in the target
language.
The most prominent work done in this area (Littlemore, 2001a, 2002, 2004a, 2004b;
Littlemore & Low, 2006a, 2006b) has pointed out that L2 university students
struggle with metaphor in lectures conducted in English and recommended that
lecturers may need to provide support for students in understanding their lectures by
ensuring students have the contextual and background knowledge to understand
metaphors. With regard to reading, teachers could point out the prevalence of
metaphorical expressions in the texts and perhaps supply a list of the most common
metaphor concepts and their corresponding metaphorical expressions to prepare
students. They could then follow-up these expressions and concepts during their
lectures and give students the opportunity to voice any problems they are
experiencing with the texts.
Further, the majority of teachers in Swedish universities are non-native speakers of
English; however, with the ever-changing environment due to internationalisation,
the demand for teaching in English at both the undergraduate and graduate level is on
the increase. As a consequence, teachers are required to adapt their teaching to
English, irrespective of their experience with the target language. The knowledge
from this study will help teachers teaching in an L2 understand the problems students
encounter. It also shows teachers the cultural implications of the differences in
language usage and how omnipresent metaphor is in their course material.
Due to internationalisation in universities and student mobility, most universities
provide language support for students. With the findings from this study, language
support centres will be able to address L2 reading problems with a focus on
metaphor and metaphorical expressions. In addition, issues with language and
cultural differences can be tackled with the aim of improving reading efficiency and
effectiveness. As a teaching tool, educators in support centres could work through
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discipline specific texts and implement the think-aloud technique used in this study
to raise students’ awareness of their individual problems when reading by
highlighting their problem areas in a texts and then conducting open discussions
around the problems.
6.4.3 Implications for textbooks and learning resources
There is a general lack of attention being paid to metaphorical expressions and their
underlying concepts in textbooks and learning resources. Although there are
excellent resources for teaching and learning in L2 vocabulary (e.g. Carter, 1998;
McCarthy, 1990; Nation, 2001, 2009; Schmitt, 2000) and L2 reading (e.g. Birch,
2009; Grabe, 2009; Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Koda, 1991, 1994, 1996, 2005; Nation,
2009), there are very few textbooks and learning resources available to teachers and
students on the subject of metaphor concepts and their expressions. Previous research
as well as the present study clearly shows that this pedagogic area is in great need of
development.
In practice, Birch (2009) argues that bottom-up processing has been virtually ignored
over the past two decades in the classroom and points out that for L2 research, the
top-down approach is favoured. She further suggests that teachers can “help student
acquire different, more efficient, bottom-up reading strategies” (p.6). The findings
from this study show that many of the issues that occurred with the metaphorical
expressions were located in bottom-up processing, therefore, as Birch (1998, 2002,
2009) argues more focus on these strategies would be beneficial to students of all
proficiencies. The strategies that emerged in this study can be useful in creating
learning material and comprehension tasks for L2 readers.
6.4.4 Implications for syllabus and design
According to the Swedish Compulsory School System (Skolverket) “[t]eaching of
English should aim at helping the pupils to develop knowledge of the English
language and of the areas and contexts where English is used” (Skolverket, 2011,
p.35). Consequently, one of the core subjects that is introduced in year 1 of schooling
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and continues for the 9 years of compulsory schooling is English. The national
curriculum states that by the end of year 9, students should, in the context of reading,
be able to equipped to deal with:
[l]anguage phenomena such as pronunciation, intonation, grammatical
structures, sentence structure, words with different registers, as well as fixed
language expressions pupils will encounter in the language” (Skolverket,
2011, p.32).
It also states that teachers should be:
equipped to be able to use different tools for learning, understanding, being
creative and communicating. Teaching should encourage pupils to develop an
interest in languages and culture, and convey the benefits of language skills
and knowledge” (Skolverket, 2011,p.32).
Nowhere in the current curriculum is metaphor or figurative language mentioned for
English language studies. However, under the Use of Language in the current
curriculum for Swedish as a L1 and L2, states that teachers should give students to
opportunity to develop their ability in “figurative language and idiomatic
expressions” (Skolverket, 2011, p.86 and p.232). Considering the learning outcomes
for English as mentioned above and the results from the current study, there is clearly
a need for more focus on metaphor and figurative language in the Swedish
curriculum for English studies. This study has shown that metaphorical expressions
are a major stumbling block for L2 readers; therefore, they should be more central to
language teaching.
6.5 Recommendations for future research
This study should be regarded as a preliminary investigation as further research is
needed to extend the generalizability of the findings. The current findings, however,
demonstrate the importance of further investigation into metaphor and the problems
university students encounter with their readings. As such, this study provides
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additional insights into the field of L2 reading. Therefore, further research should
extend into whether or not the same results are found in larger student populations
within the same setting to boost the reliability of the present findings.
The problems L2 university students encounter with their studies in a non-native
speaking setting is relatively under-researched; therefore, it is recommended that
more studies be dedicated to this field. Further, the field of Business and Economics
has become increasingly prominent in recent years with a growing corpus of
metaphors and metaphorical expressions, as found in this study, and it would be
interesting to see if similar problems exist for other disciplines such as Medicine.
The methodological technique in the think-aloud required the participants to
highlight anything in the text that they deemed problematic. During the semistructured interviews and using the highlighted texts as the stimulated recall, the
participants were able to see how many highlights they had and how many
misunderstanding they encountered. This technique seemed to work as a teaching
tool that raised metaphor awareness and also enlightened the students as to their
individual problems when reading. Further exploration into the effects of this
technique for raising metaphor awareness and as a teaching tool in promoting
student’s reading autonomy would be of interest.
As mentioned, as a limitation of this study, there have been some attempts to
standardize a means of identifying metaphorical expressions. One of the main
hindrances of this study was to find a sound way to justify the method of
identification of the metaphorical expressions found in the texts that would not
compromise the study. This process was extremely time consuming and could still be
considered questionable. Therefore, the need for a standard way of identifying
metaphorical expressions in texts is essential.
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More broadly, the amount of research done in Sweden that pertains to metaphor
comprehension in English as a Foreign Language is minimal. Therefore, there is a
definite need for further research to fill the gap of information and have a better
understanding of EFL learners in Sweden.
This study was conducted in Sweden with Swedish university students reading
discipline specific texts in English. It would be interesting to extend the study and
investigate the experience L2 speakers attending native English university reading
similar discipline specific texts in English to explore language acquisition theories.
In addition, this study has shed light on the problems Swedish university students
encounter with metaphor while reading; a multi-cultural perspective would also be
advantageous to the field of L2 reading.
6.6 Conclusion
The current study set out to explore the problems L2 readers experience when
encountering metaphor in discipline specific texts and what strategies these L2
readers tended to draw on to understand metaphorical expressions.
With the findings discussed in Chapter 5, several conclusions can be drawn. First,
metaphorical expressions are a major stumbling block for Swedish L2 readers both at
the

undergraduate

and

graduate

levels.

Moreover,

the

frequency

of

misunderstandings is surprisingly high in both groups, which indicates that their
knowledge building is hindered. Although the participants’ knowledge of the English
language was high, metaphorical expressions still caused problems and
misunderstandings.
Through the combination of cognitive linguistic and psycholinguistic approaches, the
researcher was able to explore in depth the problems the L2 readers encountered and
the strategies used in understanding metaphorical expressions. Four main strategies
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were identified as being used successfully when encountering metaphorical
expressions for both undergraduate and graduate students.
In search of a pattern as to which metaphorical expressions caused the most
problems, the findings showed that the type of metaphorical expression was not a
common cause of misunderstanding but more the cultural richness of the expression.
The participants experienced major misunderstandings and problems with what was
considered both conventional and novel expressions.
Several important conclusions and implications concerning teaching and learning
practices in a TESOL have been presented on the basis of the results from the
research. Although this chapter has brought this thesis to the end, it has hopefully
opened new paths for future research in metaphor and L2 language learning.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Participant information sheet in Swedish

Informationsblad angående studentintervjuer i forskningssyfte vid:
University of Lund - Sweden

Problemställningar för svensk universitetet studenter vid förståelse av metaforer i
en akademisk vetenskapsgren.
Julienne Stewart Sandgren

Handledare: Professor B. Derewianka och Associate Professor H. Chen

Detta forskningsprojekt utförs av Julienne Stewart Sandgren vid utbildningsfakulteten vid Wollongongs universitet i Australien, som ett av kriterierna för
filosofie doktor.
Metaforens betydelse för språkinlärning är av otvetydig vikt och en utmaning för
studenter med andra modersmål än engelska. Den anses också potentiellt vara en
starkt bidragande faktor till förståelseproblem för den ovan nämnda gruppen av
studenter. Projektets mål är att belysa de problem som studenter, med engelskan
som andra språk, upplever vid förståelsen av metaforer och att i slutändan
identifiera de strategier som appliceras av studenterna vid tolkning av metaforer.
Vad du kommer att göra:
Den första fasen av projektet innebär att du kommer att läsa en text och stryka
under de delar av texten som medför problem att förstå. Nästa fas inbegriper en
bandad, delvis strukturerad, intervju där du ombeds att kommentera följande:
problem med läsförståelse i texten delar av texten vilka inte ledde till problem av
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läsförståelsen redogör för de strategier du använde dig av för att förstå texten
Ovanstående moment beräknas ta c:a 30 minuter.
Vad du bör veta:
Denna studie är konfidentiell. Dina kommentarer kommer att bevaras och inte
associeras med ditt namn eller titel varken rörande analys eller rapportering, med
datan i säkert förvar på forskningshandläggarens kontor under en period av 5 år för
att därefter förstöras. Resultaten kommer att publiceras i en avhandling och i
akademiska publikationer och genom att samtycka till denna intervju ger du tillåtelse
till att ditt namn och titel associeras med detta projekt. Ditt deltagande är frivilligt och
du kan dra dig ur projektet när helst du önskar. Resultatet från dessa intervjuer
kommer att utgöra basen för vidare inriktning och fas av projektet.
För att medverka:
Jag söker ditt medgivande för att deltaga i någon av dessa intervjuer vilka kommer
att utföras vid för en alla passande tidpunkt och plats under mars - juni månad
2004. Ett tillståndsformulär bifogas med denna sida och om du skulle vilja deltaga
så fyll vänligen i detta formulär samt skicka det till undertecknad på Wollongongs
universitet användande det medföljande förfrankerade kuvertet.
Vid eventuella förfrågningar rörande detta forskningsprojekt kontakta vänligen
Julienne Stewart Sandgren på telefon 046 2225779 (Sverige) eller per e-mail
jms81@uow.edu.au eller Professor Derewianka på tel +42213320 (Australien). Vid
eventuella bekymmer eller klagomål rörande det sätt på vilket projektet bedrivs eller
har bedrivits, vänligen kontakta ”the Complaints Officer, Human Research Ethics
Commitee, University of Wollongong” på telefon +42214457 (Australien) eller per email kmctae@uow.edu.au
Julienne Stewart Sandgren - Faculty of Education
Tel: + 02 4221 5280 (Aus) eller + 046 2226810 (Swed) Email: jms81@uow.edu.au
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet in English

Research Information Page for Interviewing Students at:
University of Wollongong
University of Lund – Sweden

Problems L2 readers encounter with metaphor in discipline specific texts.
Julienne Stewart Sandgren

Supervisors: Professor B. Derewianka and Associate Professor H. Chen
This research project is being conducted by Julienne Stewart Sandgren in the
Faculty of Education at the University of Wollongong, as a partial requirement for
Doctor of Philosophy in Education.
Metaphor is recognised as having an unambiguous importance in language
learning, presenting challenges for non-native speakers of English. It is also seen to
have the potential to be a major contributor to the comprehension difficulties
experienced by non-native English speaking students. The project aims to shed
light on the difficulties experienced by non-native speaking students in the
comprehension of metaphor with a view to ultimately identify the comprehension
strategies drawn on by students in their comprehension of metaphor.
What you will be doing:
This first phase of the research involves you reading a text and underlining any
problems that impede your comprehension in the text. The next phase will entail a
semi-structured interview where you will be recorded and asked to comment on the
following areas:
•
•

the comprehension difficulties you experienced from the text
parts of the text which did not pose comprehension difficulties
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• comment on the strategies you used when comprehending parts of the text
The duration on the process will take approx. 30mins.
What you should know:
•

This study will be confidential. Your comments will be recorded and not be
associated with your name or title in either analysis or reporting, with data
stored securely for a period of five years in the research supervisor’s office
and then destroyed.

•

Findings will be published in a thesis and in academic publications and by
consenting to this interview you are consenting to the association of your
name and title with this project.

•

Your participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw from the
research at any time.

•

The results from these interviews will provide the basis for further directions
and phases in the project.

To be involved:
I am seeking your agreement to participate in one of these interviews, which will be
conducted at a mutually agreeable time and place in September / October of 2003.
A consent form is included with this page and should you wish to be involved,
please fill in this form and mail it back to me at the University of Wollongong, using
the reply paid envelope. If you have any enquiries about the research, you can
contact

Julienne

Stewart

Sandgren

on

040

965951

(Sweden)

or

jms81@uow.edu.au and Professor Derewianka on + 42213320 . If you have any
concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or has been conducted,
you can contact the Complaints Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee,
University of Wollongong on 42214457 or kmctae@uow.edu.au.

Julienne Stewart Sandgren
Faculty of Education
Tel: 046 2226810 (Sweden) Email: jms81@uow.edu.au
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Appendix 3: Consent form in Swedish

Problemställningar för svensk universitetet studenter vid förståelse av metaforer i en
akademisk vetenskapsgren

Julienne Stewart Sandgren
Formulär för medgivande till intervju
Jag har delgivits information angående ”the problems that EFL language learners,
encounter in an academic dicipline, in metaphor reading comprehension” och
diskuterat forsknings-projektet med Julienne Stewart Sandgren som leder projektet
ifråga, såsom en del av filosofie doktorsgraden, handledd av Professor B.
Derewianka och Associate Professor H. Chen vid utbildningsfakulteten vid
Wollongongs universitet i Australien.
Jag är införstådd med att jag, om jag samtycker till att deltaga i detta projekt,
kommer att ge den forskande c:a 30 minuter av min tid till att ingå i ett projekt där
jag ombeds att:
Läsa en text och göra understrykningar vid problem som hindrar förståelsen av
denna text
•

Deltaga i en intervju och därefter besvara frågor angående:
-

Problem med läsförståelse av texten
De delar av texten vilka inte föranledde problem med
läsförståelsen
Kommentera de strategier som användes för att förstå vissa delar
av texten
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Jag har delgivits den potentiella börda vilken associeras med detta projekt som tar
delar av min tid i anspråk och har haft möjlighet att ställa frågor till Julienne Stewart
Sandgren angående projektet och mitt deltagande.
Jag inser att mitt deltagande i detta projekt är frivilligt, jag är fri att vägra deltaga och
likaså att dra mig ur projektet vid vilken tidpunkt som helst. Min vägran att deltaga,
eller tillbakadragande av samtycke, kommer inte på något sätt att påverka mig personligt eller
mitt förhållande till utbildningsfakulteten vid Wollongongs universitet.
Vid eventuella frågor angående projektet kan jag kontakta Julienne Stewart
Sandgren på telefon 040-965051 (Sverige) eller på e-mailadress jms81@uow.edu.au
eller Professor Derewianka på +61 42213320 (Australien) eller Associate Professor
Chen +61 42213941 (Australien).
Skulle jag ha några bekymmer eller klagomål rörande det sätt på vilket projektet
bedrivs eller har bedrivits kan jag vända mig till ”the Complaints Officer, Human
Research Ethics Committee, University of Wollongong på telefon +61 42214457
eller på e-mailadress kmcrae@uow.edu.au .
Genom min namnteckning nedan ger jag mitt samtycke till att deltaga i
forskningsprojektet rörande ”the problems that EFL learners, in an academic
discipline, encounter in metaphor reading comprehension” lett av Julienne Stewart
Sandgren såsom det beskrivits för mig i informationsblanketten och under diskussion
med Julienne. Jag inser att den data som samlas genom mitt deltagande kommer att
användas för publikation i avhandling såväl som i facktidningar och jag samtycker
till denna form av användande.
Undertecknad
--------------------------
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Appendix 4: Consent form in English

Problems L2 readers encounter with metaphor in discipline specific texts.
Julienne Stewart Sandgren
Interview Consent Form.

I have been given information about the problems that EFL language learners,
encounter in an academic discipline encounter in metaphor reading comprehension
and discussed the research project with Julienne Stewart Sandgren who is conducting
this research as part of a Doctor of Philosophy supervised by Professor B.
Derewianka and Associate Professor H. Chen in the Faculty of Education at the
University of Wollongong.
I understand that, if I consent to participate in this project I will be asked to give the
researcher a duration of approx. 30mins of my time to participate in a process where I will
be required to:

•

read a text and underline any problems that impede comprehension in the text.

•

be involved in a single interview, and answer questions pertaining to:
- the comprehension difficulties from the text
- parts of the text which did not pose comprehension difficulties
- comment on the strategies used when comprehending parts of the text

I have been advised of the potential burdens associated with this research, which include the
commitment of my time and have had an opportunity to ask Julienne Stewart Sandgren any
questions I may have about the research and my participation.
I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary, I am free to refuse to
participate and I am free to withdraw from the research at any time. My refusal to participate
or withdrawal of consent will not affect my treatment in any way, nor my relationship with
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the Faculty of Education or the University of Wollongong.
If I have any enquiries about the research, I can contact Julienne Stewart Sandgren on 046
2226810 or jms81@uow.edu.au and Professor Derewianka on 42213320 or Professor Chen
on 42213941 , or if I have any concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or
has been conducted, I can contact the Complaints Officer, Human Research Ethics
Committee, University of Wollongong on 42214457.
By signing below I am indicating my consent to participate in the research on The problems
that EFL language learners, in an academic discipline, encounter in metaphor reading
comprehension, conducted by Julienne Stewart Sandgren as it has been described to me in
the information sheet and in discussion with Julienne. I understand that the data collected
from my participation will be used for thesis and journal publications, and I consent for it to
be used in that manner.
Name: …………………………………………………………………………….
Contact Details:
Email: ………………………………………………………….
Telephone: …………………………………………………….
Signed: ………………………………………………………………………….
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Appendix 5: Permission letter

School of Education
Julienne Stewart Sandgren
jms81@uow.edu.au

Lund University School of Economics and Management
Tycho Bahesvägen 1
SE-22363 LUND Sweden

Dear (Vice Dean) Assoc. Prof Eneroth,
I am writing to you to request permission to conduct research at your University.
The research project aims to gain insight into the problems encountered by EFL students in
comprehending the metaphor/s of an academic discipline.
In order to explore the problems experienced by adult language learners, I intend to give the
students a text to read followed by a short interview. I will conduct an information session
calling for volunteers at the same time, making sure the process has minimal disruption to all
school and study routines.
During the individual reading and interview process, I will monitor and record the students
comments and reactions. The reading and interview process is planned to take
approximately 30 minutes per student and I plan to interview 20 students.

The data

collected will be strictly anonymous and used only for the purpose of the research. All
participating adults will be asked to sign a consent form which also allows them to withdraw
at any point in time without penalty.
The data collected will be stored in a locked filing cabinet at the University of Wollongong
and will be used by the researcher only. Results from this research will be reported in the
form of a thesis (academic paper), which is part of the requirement for a Doctor of
Philosophy degree.
If you have any queries regarding this research, please feel free to contact me on (046)
2226810 (Sweden). If you have any queries regarding the way in which this research is or
has been carried out, you should contact the University of Wollongong Human Research
Ethics Officer on (02) 42214457 or kmcrae@uow.edu.au.
Yours Sincerely,
Julienne Stewart Sandgren
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Appendix 6: Text 1- From course text book

Bend Without Breaking: Are You Flexible Enough?
How Flexible Are You?
As a rule, highly flexible people are able to stay loose and to choose and explore a
wide variety of approaches to problems, without losing sight of the overall goal or
purpose. During problem solving, if new developments or changed circumstances
demand, flexible people can easily drop one line of thought or an unworkable
approach and take up another.
They show resourcefulness in their ability to shift gears, to discard one frame of
reference for another, to change perspective and to adapt quickly to new
developments or requirements. As the late professor John E. Arnold of Stanford
University put it, "Flexibility is obviously facilitated by having a great many tricks in
your bag, knowing lots of techniques, having broad experience."
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Appendix 7: Text 2 – from a business journal
Seeing the Elephant: Human Resource Management Challenges in the Age of
Globalization Mendenhall, Mark, E., Jensen, Robert, J., Black, Stewart, J. & Gregersen,
Hal, J.
Available online 19 July 2003.

(429 words including title and not authors)
Becoming world class at managing HR issues is a challenge for even the most highly
regarded companies. Even the best companies and well intentioned individuals can
run aground on the unseen cultural reefs that lie in wait in the waters of global
expansion. For example, when Jack Welch first took over as CEO of General
Electric Co., only about 10 percent of its revenues were derived from international
markets. It was a U.S.A.-centric organization. In addition to his mantra of be #1 or
#2 (or get sold), he also pushed the major divisions to expand their strategic focus
overseas. In response to this strategic shift, the Medical Systems division acquired
companies in Japan and France. These acquisitions catapulted the division into the
top position globally; however, things did not go well at first. Lack of international
HR experience caused several missteps with GE's acquisition of Cie Generale de
Radiologie in France. For example, during one of the initial integration meetings at a
hotel in France, U.S. managers put up English posters in the meeting room that
declared, "GE is #1," and asked French managers to all wear T-shirts to the meeting
with similar slogans on them. The French managers were insulted by these and other
moves. As a result of these and other missteps, GE's new unit lost $25 million
instead of making an anticipated $25 million in the first year after the acquisition.
The second year also produced losses rather than anticipated profits. Today, the HR
staff members at Medical Systems are considered to be some of the most capable
anywhere. However, the case illustrates two critical points. First, even a great
company can have HR staff who are not world class when it comes to global
competencies. Second, lack of those competencies in advance of global strategic
expansion can (and often does) lead to mistakes that cost the company money,
morale, and momentum. Bringing an HR group up to speed in terms of global
competency development in time for them to enhance global strategy
implementation is a stiff challenge. While a firm can decide to shift its strategic
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direction from a domestic to a global focus in the space of a few years, developing
the required HR competencies may not be done as rapidly. It takes time for an
individual HR staff or for an entire HR group to increase their global management
capabilities and competencies, and this development needs to start in advance of the
actual implementation of the firm's strategic shift.
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Appendix 8: Text 3 – from a popular business magazine
Business Week: Business Burns Rubber (commentary by Rich Miller-with David
Henry and Steve Rosenbush in New York, Michael Arndt in Chicago, Ben Elgin in
San Mateo, Calif., and bureau reports.)

Job Jitters (270 words)
To be sure, the growing corporate confidence has so far not translated into a spurt of
hiring. That’s a concern. If companies don’t start to take on more workers and if the
unemployment level stays high, there’s a risk U.S. consumer spending could flag. If
this occurs, the bump in business enthusiasm could prove short-lived.
Fortunately, though, there are signs that many companies are getting ready to expand
payrolls. Manufacturing, which has been hemorrhaging jobs since 2001, is showing
signs of revival, the Institute of Supply Management reported on Jan.2. “The mood
shift is definitely there.” Says Norbert J. Ore, the Georgia-Pacific Corp. procurement
chief who over-sees the institute’s business survey. “People sense that the turnaround is happening.” More broadly, the National Association for Business
Economics said on Jan.20 that more than a third of the companies it surveyed
expected to boost payrolls in the next six months. “Job growth is right around the
corner,” agrees Paul J. Sarvadi, CEO of Administaff Inc., a Houston human
resources and staffing firm. “Companies can only go so long with their business
picking up before they have to hire.”
The 2001 recession was out of the ordinary: Business led the downturn, while
consumers kept the economy from plunging into the depths. And it has taken
Corporate America an unusually long time to shake off its caution and see the
prospects for recovery. But once the spirits are aroused, history shows, growth tends
to beget more growth in a virtuous cycle. With profits soaring, capital spending
booming, and M&A taking off, the U.S. economy seems poised for expansion for
some time.
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